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WHAT ARE THE SOHBET EXPERIENCES OF TURKISH CANADIAN MEN IN ONTARIO

ABSTRACT :
Sohbets are spiritual, conversational and reading circles of a faith-based social group, called the
Gülen movement. These circles are one of the most critical and common practices of this
particular movement since its inception in the late 1960s in Turkey, and the practice now
continues in Canada. The researcher conducted in-depth interviews with 14 men in the Waterloo
Region in order to explore lived experiences of Turkish Canadian Muslim participants in the
Sohbets in Canada. The researcher argues that the Sohbets create alternative spaces for the
participants, which affect their personal and social lives, spiritually and psychologically, and
support them socially as they adapt to their new country, Canada. He also suggests that the
concept of the Sohbet can be therapeutically beneficial for other Islamic communities across
Canada. The interdisciplinary nature of this dissertation highlights the relationship between
acculturation and psychotherapy in the Sohbet’s religious context. The study concludes that the
Sohbets satisfy the majority of the therapeutic factors in Irvin Yalom’s group therapy theories,
and also introduces two new therapeutic factors, Ihlas (sincerity & pure intention) and Iltifat
(blessing), to the group therapy theories.
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Chapter 1: Introduction
Despite the growing demographics of the Muslim population in North America, academic
research about Muslims has not grown at an equal pace (Long, 2014; Rassol, 2016). More
specifically, when the relevant scholarship was reviewed for this research, it became clear that
the literature on Turkish Muslim immigrants in Canada is very new (Statistics Canada, 2011;
Kayaalp, 2012; Akkaymak, 2016). In particular, no previous study has investigated Sohbet in the
Gülen movement in Canada, which makes this current study unique and significant.
1.1. Aim of the study
The major objective of this study is to explore the lived experiences of Turkish Canadian
Muslim men in Islamic gatherings, called Sohbets, in Ontario, Canada. This study focuses on the
members of the Gülen movement’s attendance and participation in the Sohbet groups from a
spiritual care and psychotherapy perspective.
This introductory chapter is divided into four parts. Firstly, the researcher explains what
Sohbet is and its theological significance in Islam, then in the Gülen movement. Secondly, he
introduces Fethullah Gülen as a founder and leader of this movement, and his ideas on the
Sohbet. Additionally, the researcher briefly describes the socio-political context of Turkey after a
coup attempt in July 15, 2016, for which the Turkish government blamed the Gülen movement.
In the aftermath of this historical incident, thousands of Gülen movement members left Turkey
and immigrated to Western countries, including Canada. Third, the researcher shares his own
Sohbet experiences in the Gülen movement in Canada. Finally, the researcher outlines the pilot
research project on the Sohbet conducted in Montreal in 2015, out of which this current research
study grew. He briefly assesses the nature and significance of the research in general.
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In order to explore the Sohbet practices of 14 Turkish Canadian Muslim men in Canada
through a lens of spiritual care and psychotherapy, the research sets out to answer this question:
What are the Sohbet experiences of Turkish Canadian Muslim men in Ontario (REB File No:
5264). The researcher aims to understand primarily the psychological, social, spiritual, and
physical effects of attending and participating in Sohbet groups on the daily lives of Turkish
Canadian Muslim men. Furthermore, the researcher situates the Sohbet concepts within the group
therapy theories of Irvin Yalom. At last, he seeks to explore the ways in which Sohbet groups
impacted the acculturation process for the studied population in Canada.
1.2. What is Sohbet?
According to Brian E. Silverstein (2002), the term Sohbet is originally an Arabic word,
used in everyday Turkish language in various ways to indicate a chat or conversation. As a
religious term, Sohbet means exchanging Islamic thoughts and knowledge informally within a
conversation circle (p.121). A famous Ottoman dictionary scholar, Asim Effendi (2013), defined
the term as a “harmonious companionship between individuals” (p.334). For Ayse Sevim (2018),
Sohbet is “a moral-based decent conversation” (p.120). A renowned Turkish poet, Necip Fazıl
Kısakürek (1978) explained that Sohbet is the seeker’s meaningful presence and togetherness
with his fellow seekers and his master in his spiritual journey. Fazıl, as a follower of a Sufi group
in his later years, emphasized the importance of a spiritual master and leadership in Sufism’s
Sohbet gatherings. According to Ahmet Safa (2004) Sohbet is more than just a casual chat; it is a
spiritual exchange and genuine companionship between the hearts.
Mahmut Esat Erkaya (2017) claims that the meaning of Sohbet goes beyond its simple usage
in daily Turkish language. He explains that the term has rich cultural, theological, and historical
connotations in Islamic spirituality, and he defines Sohbet as a spiritually nourishing friendship.
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Moreover, in Sufism Sohbet is a special connection between the master and student (p.251). In
general, the term has been perceived by Muslims as an informative communication, advicegiving discourse, being together with friends, and a place for spiritual growth and practice the
religious duties. This understanding of the term laid the foundation for the researcher to explore
Sohbet as a significant and alternative Islamic social, spiritual, and educational setting, more
specifically in the Gülen movement in Ontario.
1.3. Sohbet in Islam
Prior to the advent of Islam, Arabs in Makkah used to chat and recite poems and tell
stories through formal and informal gatherings (Ibrahim, 1982). According to Helen Folconer
(2010), the Prophet Muhammed gathered the first Muslims in small groups, called halaqa in
Arabic, to teach the new religion. Boyle (2004) explained that the Prophet used to “sit in the
mosque and instruct his companions in the sacred text” and chat with them (p.20). His friends sat
around him in a semicircle, listened to him, and constantly asked questions about the new
religion. The Prophet Muhammed created conversation circles of different sizes and used these
gatherings as a form of education and as a platform to convey his message to the people of
Makkah and Medina, inviting them to the new religion, Islam (Uludag, 2018). The companions
of Muhammed were called Ashab, which comes from the same root as Sohbet (Erkaya 2017,
p.251). The Ashab regularly attended the Prophet’s daily Sohbets, which were secretly held at
homes in the early years of Islam, because of the hostile atmosphere of Makkah, and then
publicly in the mosque in Medina. The Sohbet gatherings conducted by the Prophet transformed
the first believers of Islam to become Ashab, the special friends of the Prophet and missionaries
of Islam (Uludag, 2018). Simply, Muhammed raised and educated his first and devoted believers
in these Sohbets he secretly held in Makkah.
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Contemporary Muslim scholar and spiritual master of Fehullah Gülen, Said Nursi (2012),
imagined that a conversation with the Prophet Muhammed was greatest blessing and honor for
the Ashab, and transformed people of Arabia, who were mostly illiterate, into wise and righteous
people. Nursi (2012) wrote, “The Sohbet of the Prophet was such an elixir that someone who
experienced it for one minute received lights of reality equivalent to years of spiritual
journeying. For in conversation, there is reflection” (p.505). Whether they were secret or open, at
houses or in mosques, Muhammed taught his friends Islamic theology and ethics (ahlaq) in these
Sohbets, forming a new identity and community by observing and emulating the Prophet’s
behaviours (Citlak, 2018). After migrating from Makkah, one of the first things Muhammed did
as a religious leader was to open a mosque in Medina, not just for prayer but also for learning
and conversation. The mosque became a residential school for some of his friends, who stayed
there, prayed, and studied the Quran. Muhammed attended these gatherings and led them in
many of these studies (D.S. Margoliout, 1931). Daawod Shah (2013) described an incident that
emphasized the importance of Sohbet in the Prophet’s life:
Once, Muhammad entered into the Mosque in Madinah and saw his companions sitting in two
circles. In one circle, the people were busy in meditating and glorifying God. The people in
the second circle were busy in acquiring and imparting knowledge to one another, saying,
"Both of them are busy in good deeds, but I have been sent as a Teacher," he joined the circle
of knowledge (p.41).
During the 23 years of prophecy, first in Makkah then in Medina, Muhammed taught the
Quran, and the rules and principles of Islam in Sohbet circles (Uludag, 2018). In these group
settings, he trained and educated thousands of new Muslims, who practised and conveyed the
divine message in later decades to larger societies. God ordered Muhammed in the Quran to
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“remind and warn, for reminding and warning are of benefit to the believers” (Quran, 51:55).
During the time of his prophecy, everywhere he travelled, he used Sohbet as a platform to invite
people to Islam and advised them to adopt the principles of the new religion. Even with a few
people he found here and there, he continued to have long religious conversations with them to
explain his message (Citlak, 2018).
Not only was Sohbet a space for worship and learning, but it was also a place for social
interaction for the early Muslims in the first decades of Islam. We learn this from various Hadith.
For instance, every day at the mosque in Medina, just after prayers at dawn, believers made a
circle around Muhammed, who chatted with them in turn about their daily lives or interpreted
their dreams (Muslim, 1972). In these circles, Muhammed’s companions shared their personal
issues and social concerns, told their dreams, and asked about religious matters (Citlak, 2018).
Additionally, he held special Sohbet groups for Muslim women, who often invited Muhammed
to their gatherings (Muslim, 1972). Historical records demonstrate that Muhammed had meetings
with women, and he considered their ideas seriously (Esposito, 2018). Muhammed organized
regular Sohbet gatherings with his family members and shared his wisdom with them until his
last days (Muslim, 1972). He, it would seem, did not only address family issues there, but also
taught them the family aspect of the religion, as well.
The Prophet Muhammed’s talks in Sohbet groups were short and clear; also, he advised
the leaders of other Sohbet groups to do likewise (Muslim, 1972). He advised: “Facilitate
religious matters to people and do not make things difficult” (Bukhari, 2009, p.124). The Quran
reads the same: “Allah intends for you ease and does not intend for you hardship” (Quran,
2:185). The friends of the Prophets, ashab, used to listen to Muhammed very carefully, as one
account describes: “They listened to him so quietly and attentively as if there was a bird in their
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head” (Ebu Davud, 2008, p.23-24). The companions listened to him in total respect and silence,
in an attempt to memorize his words (Muslim, 1972). In his conversations, Muhammed
carefully recognised the conditions of his interlocutors and attentively presented his message
gradually to individuals. He considered the listeners’ special and sensitive situations, and their
level of education. For instance, when he sent Muaz, one of his Ashab, to Yemen he advised
him:
You are going to a tribe from the People of the Book. Invite them to testify that there is no
god but Allah and that I am His Messenger. If they accept this, inform them that Allah has
commanded them to pray to Him five times a day every day. If they accept this, inform them
that Allah has commanded a zakat (charitable alms) to be paid by the wealthy to the poor. If
they accept this, do not take the most valuable goods (for this). Be wary of the curses of the
oppressed, because there is no veil between the curses of the oppressed and Allah. (Muslim,
2012)
In fact, the Quran and Hadith both repeatedly encourage Muslims to attend religious
meetings to learn about their religion, strengthen their ties with God, form a strong faithful
community with Muslim friends, and share knowledge with each other. For example, the
following verses command Muslims to seek and spread religious knowledge: “Nor should the
Believers all go forth together: if a contingent from every expedition remained behind, they
could devote themselves to studies in religion, and admonish the people when they return to
them, – that thus they (may learn) to guard themselves” (Quran, 9:122). In other verses, the
Quran praises the believers who seek knowledge, ilm, and practice whatever they learned about
Islam:
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But those among them who are well-grounded in knowledge, and the believers, believe in
what has been sent down to you (Muhammad) and what was sent down before you, and those
who perform As-Salat and give Zakat and believe in Allah and in the Last Day, it is they to
whom We shall give a great reward (Quran, 4:162).
Again, the Quran says: “O believers fear from Allah and be together with true believers” (Quran,
9:119).
In another verse, the Quran states that true knowledge guides the believers to the straight
path:
And that those who have been given knowledge may know that it (this Quran) is the truth
from your Lord, and that they may believe therein, and their hearts may submit to it with
humility. And verily, Allah is the Guide of those who believe, to the Straight Path” (Quran,
22:54).
In these verses, God ordered people to seek knowledge and advise that are beneficial for
their world and hereafter. The Prophet Muhammed built up and consolidated his own community
through Sohbet circles, where he constantly delivered the new divine revelations and motivated
participants for 23 years. God asked him to communicate with people gently in his interactions with
them:
Invite to the way of your Lord with wisdom and good instruction and argue with them in a
way that is best. Indeed, your Lord is most knowing of who has strayed from His way, and He
is most knowing of who is [rightly] guided. (Quran, 16:125)
God encouraged Muhammed to bring the first Muslims together and advised them to support
each other for right-doing and good deeds: “And cooperate in righteousness and piety, but do not

WHAT ARE THE SOHBET EXPERIENCES OF TURKISH CANADIAN MEN IN ONTARIO

9

cooperate in sin and aggression” (Quran, 5: 2). Therefore, Sohbets as religious circles gained more
prominence in Islam to disseminate divine knowledge, form a community of believers that could
save one from all wrongdoings and shortcomings, and encourage the Muslims for good deeds.
In addition to the verses in the Quran, countless Hadiths emphasized the significant place of
Sohbet in Islamic theology. The Prophet Muhammed imparted the new religion as a teacher in
Sohbets. He defined Islam as a communal, conversational and advice-giving religion. This Hadith
that focused on advice and sincerity, “the religion is naseehah, sincere advice,” encouraged
Muslims to advise the straight path for each other (Muslim, 1972, p.24). Muhammed ordered
Muslims: “if your brother asks you for advice, you have to give him advice” (Muslim, 1972, p.454).
Sohbets in Islam were perceived as a place for naseeha, advice-giving, among Muslims and
established essential preparation for one to learn, practice the religion, and experience God.
Muslims have been encouraged to perform prayers together in Sohbet’s learning and praying
environment. The practice of collective worship is noted in this Hadith:
A group of people gather in one of Allah’s houses, and read the book of Allah and they study
the book, they will have a spiritual tranquility and blessings on them; the angels will surround
them. Allah remembers them with his angels (Muslim, 1972, p.632).
The regular attendance at Sohbet entails God’s forgiveness and acts as a shield against sins.
As Prophet Muhammed said in the following Hadith: “When a group gathers to remember Allah,
when they leave the place Allah says to them: You can leave here as forgiven from all your sins”
(Muslim, 1972, p.309)
Again, in another Hadith Qudsi, Allah says:
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Those that remember Me in their heart, I remember them in My heart; and those that
remember Me in a gathering (i.e. that make mention of Me), I remember them (i.e. make
mention of them) in a gathering better than theirs (Muslim, 1972, p.758).
Indeed, since Muhammed spoke in an understandable manner, his friends were able to
memorize and record his teachings, behaviours, and actions authentically. Al-Bukhari (1994)
recounted that “Allah’s Messenger never talked so quickly and vaguely as you do” (p.701). Also,
Al-Nawawi (1985) stated that Muhammed spoke distinctly so that all those who listened to him,
understood him clearly (p.435). In another Hadith, Muhammed said: “Teach the religion and
make it easy” (Bukhari, 1994, p.60).
Sohbet was a togetherness and companionship with a group of Muslim friends and this
Hadith encouraged Muslim believers to attend the Sohbets and be his friends: “The person is
together with her/his loved-one” (Muslim, 1972, p.251). The reward of Sohbet extended to
include all of the participants. In another very well-known Hadith Qudsi, Allah says:
God has angels who travel to seek out the people of dhikr. When they find people
remembering God, they call out to one another, ‘Come to what you hunger for!’ God asks
them, ‘What are my slaves saying?’ They say, ‘They are glorifying You, proclaiming Your
greatness, praising You and magnifying You.’ God says, ‘Have they seen me?’ They say,
‘No, they have not seen You.’ He says, ‘How would it be if they were to see Me?’ They say,
‘If they were to see You, they would worship You even more intensely and magnify You even
more intensely and glorify You even more intensely.’ He says, ‘What are they asking for?’
They say, ‘They are asking You for the Garden.’ He says, ‘Have they seen it?’ They say, ‘No,
O Lord, they have not seen it.' He says, ‘How would it be if they were to see it?’ They say, ‘If
they were to see it, they would yearn for it even more strongly and seek it even more
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assiduously and would have an even greater desire for it.’ He says, ‘What are they seeking
refuge from?’ ‘They are seeking refuge from the Fire.’ He says, ‘Have they seen it?’ He says,
‘How would it be if they were to see it?’ They say, ‘If they were to see it, they would flee
from it even harder and have an even greater fear of it.’ He says, ‘I testify to you that I have
forgiven them.’ One of angels says, ‘Among them is so-and-so who is not one of them. He
came to get something he needed.’ He says, ‘They are sitting and the one sitting with them
will not be disappointed (Muslim, 1972, p.403).
As an addition to the Quran and Hadith, several renowned Muslim scholars over time
have noted the importance of Sohbet and encouraged Muslims to attend throughout history of
Islam (Nursi 2001, Rumi, 2008, Gazzali 2016, Rabbani 2011). For instance, Sufi Imam
Rabbani (2011) noted that the virtue of Sohbet was beyond every virtue. He argued that
attending a Sohbet regularly is a necessity for a Muslim’s vital religious and spiritual life.
Rabbani said: “If a person does not go to a Sohbet for forty days, his heart blackens and he
starts committing greater sins. Knowledge learnt in the Sohbet gives life to a heart” (p.270).
Rabbani mentioned further: “Do not compare anything to Sohbet. Do you not see that for only
attending the Sohbet, the first Muslims became ashab (companions of the prophet) and they
became superior to the other generations?” (p.344).
One of the greatest Sufi scholars, Gazzali (2016) agreed on the spiritual value of Sohbet
with the other scholars: “Attending a Scholars’ Sohbet is more valuable than one thousand
years of non-mandatory prayers” (p.1872). Thirteenth-century Turkish Sufi Yunus Emre
(2015) described Sohbet as a “food for the soul” (p.56). Yunus very often mentioned Sohbet
in his poems and emphasized the importance of finding a spiritual master and good friend in
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one’s spirit journey. For him, staying in the right path and finding a soulmate was very
difficult, and Sohbet would be a necessity in this life-long journey.
1.4. Fethullah Gülen’s Life, Sohbet in the Gülen Movement
In this dissertation, the researcher conducted a study on Sohbet in the Gülen movement.
At this point, it is essential to give some brief biographical information about Fethullah Gülen,
the leader of the Gülen movement. Gülen was born in 1941 in Erzurum, Turkey, where he
received his traditional religious education from several local scholars. He obtained a preaching
license and started his official post under the Turkish state’s Directorate of Religious Affairs in
1958. During his tenure as a preacher in İzmir, he regularly traveled across the Aegean region to
discuss ethics, science, and education, and to stimulate religious sentiment among the public. He
became known in İzmir as an influential preacher, and he organized summer camps for high
school and university students, who would later become the movement’s leading pupils. He
launched the first university preparatory course in Manisa in 1974, where he was then appointed
as a religious clerk. Over a period of thirty years, Gülen preached in an official capacity in
various places, and most of his sermons and Sohbets were audiotaped, videotaped, and
broadcasted across the country. In 1994, he began appearing in the media more frequently and
was interviewed often by journalists. That same year, he launched the Foundation of Journalists
and Writers, an institution that organized intercultural, social, and academic events in Turkey and
included leaders of religious minorities, intellectuals, politicians, and journalists. In March 1999,
Gülen moved to the U.S. to receive medical care for a cardiovascular condition. He currently
resides at a retreat facility in Pennsylvania and cannot return to Turkey now, because the Turkish
government blamed him for the coup attempt on July 15, 2016.
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As a life-long preacher, Fethullah Gülen founded his movement in Turkey by
establishing and facilitating several Sohbet groups of various sizes, first in the city of Izmir and
then across the whole country. Hakan Yavuz (2013) described Fethullah Gülen as “the most
dominant religio-political leader of Turkey” (p.220) and he defined the movement as
“socioreligious” in nature (p.73). According to Berna Turam (2007), and John Esposito & Ihsan
Yilmaz (2010), the Gülen movement was the largest and most influential religious movement in
Turkey, later a transnational movement in the early 2000s. Yavuz (2013) claimed that Gülen
compared his movement with Ashab, the companions of Muhammed, and the members of the
movement felt obligated to spread a special message of the authentic Islam to others (p.71). Yavuz
(2013) argued that Gülen’s leadership charisma played a driving force to gather people around
such a mission of revival of Islam in a modern world. Acording to Yavuz (2003) the movement
was a social result of anti-Islamic policies and implementations of a secular state of Turkey since
its inception in the early 1920s (p.91). Yavuz argued that the socio-economical and political
context of the 1980s in Turkey enabled the Gülen movement to emerge as one of the most
significant religious groups in the country. Therefore, even though the state of Turkey partially
relaxed restrictions against the movement in the late 1980s and mid-2000s, the secular
establishment of the Republic of Turkey, especially the army, generally approached the movement
with suspicion.
Despite the constant political changes in Turkey during the last fifty years in the country,
and growing suspicions of the secularists about him and his movement, Gülen continued to
organize the Sohbet groups and utilized them as alternative religious spaces to expand his
movement until the July 15, 2016 coup attempt in Turkey. Hakan Yavuz (2013) explained that the
main goal of the Gülen movement became to raise religiously conscious individuals and a
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generation with an “activist-civic identity” (p.154). Even though, the Gülen movement continued
to educate the people with Turkish Islamic values in various formal and informal educational
settings, the Sohbet always remained as recruiting and training platform for achieving his
overarching goal. Indeed, in the late 1980s and early 1990s, Gülen reached large crowds through
his public preachings in big mosques and the Sohbet circles.
Fethullah Gülen (2009) defines Sohbet as “making effective speeches to direct people to
the Almighty, enlightening others with words and thoughts, using others’ good opinions of oneself
to guide hearts to eternity, and always wishing well for others” (p.84). He also describes Sohbet as
a “pleasant conversation and engaging in fellowship” (p.91). Gülen put an emphasis on the
Sohbet’s atmosphere, sincerity and brotherhood among participants, the group’s psychology, and
the group’s own spiritual personality. In an ideal Sohbet setting, as he suggested the participants
support each other psychologically, socially, and spiritually. Gülen (2004) explained that an
individual who attends Sohbet colours him- or herself with “God’s colour” and becomes spiritually
enlightened and fullfilled (p.82). In the illuminating atmosphere of Sohbet, people talk about God,
discuss the exemplary life of Prophet Muhammed, explore various spiritual issues, and enlighten
their spirits. He imagined that people influence each other and emulated each other’s good
behaviours in a Sohbet environment; thus for him Sohbet has been an effective educational method
and spiritual way to strengthening faith.
Fethullah Gülen (2010) especially encouraged his followers to stay away from politics
during their attendance of Sohbets, and to focus instead on godly and spiritual matters. He
created a special concept called Sohbet-i Canan, which is a style of conversation that introduces
ways to speak solely about religious issues, most specifically God and His Prophet, Muhammed
(p.71). For Gülen, what made any gathering a Sohbet was to talk about godly matters; and to
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strictly avoid worldly issues. Gülen found the gatherings where people did not talk about God
and His messenger meaningless. In the Sohbet-i Canan concept, Gülen advises his followers to
always find ways to talk about God, and to create a link to the religious issues. To him, the main
goal and target of Sohbet-i Canan gatherings should be to deepen Islamic belief and spirituality;
if people needed to talk about the world then they can find time to initiate conversations about
projects to serve the community e.g. establishing schools, where people could learn more about
God and appreciate the religion. Gülen’s Sohbet-i Canan concept would be best illustrated
through the following statement: “Please, let us not talk about anything else, but only the
Beloved, Sohbet-i Canan, when we come together. Whatever we are talking about must
eventually connect to God and his messenger” (Gülen, 2012, p.78). For Gülen, within and
outside the Sohbet, the relationship with God was the most important issue in this life. He (2009)
further stated: “When we come together as five, ten, twenty people, first we need to re-examine
our relationship with God. Every other thing is secondary. We should ask ourselves: how strong
is that relationship?” Sohbets, Gülen claimed, allowed people to renew their belief, knowledge of
God, and love. He argued “One’s spiritual depth is directly related to his relationship with God”
(Gülen, 2013). Therefore, a person always needed to remember Him, and Sohbets were ideal
places for this. For Gülen (2010), “everywhere is a place for Sohbet and Sohbet-i Canan”
(p.198). Gülen believes that if we failed to foster a spiritual Sohbet environment, people would
start discussing worldly matters and dividing politics. A Sohbet was thus a place for “reflection
and focus on spiritual issues. Sohbets will encourage us to focus on our inner works…the more
we focus on our spiritual life, the more God will help us” (Gülen, 2011, p.211). Gülen (2009)
defines Sohbet as one of the most effective ways to reach God and highlights a connection
between a Muslim’s spiritual growth and his regular attendance to the group. He suggests that
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Prophet Muhammed used Sohbet as an educational method to teach his companions Islam and to
form a remarkable community of believers (Gülen, 2011). According to Gülen, Muslims today,
no matter where they are, need to create the Sohbet places, come together, remember God, learn
more about Him and His Messenger, and organize activities to serve His religion better.
Even though Sohbet has been a common medium with which to communicate to the
community and to a larger audience for Gülen, other forms of meetings existed within the
movement, including Mütevelli (board of directors) and Istisare (task group). Social and
educational projects and issues of the movement were discussed by the selected members in
Mütevelli and by the professional in Istisare groups, which were closed to the general public.
The Sohbet meetings were where the Gülen movement reached out and communicated with
larger societies. Among the three types of meetings, Sohbet has been the one most commonly
open, which was “a routine activity utilized by the movement participants to cultivate a sense of
service” (Gülen, 2012, p.44). Again, despite the strict and specific agendas of Mütevelli and
Istisare, Sohbet was an informal and educational structure for the general audiences. In Sohbet
environments, potential members or/and current members in the movement found a chance to
socialize, learn, and exchange ideas. On the other hand, Mütevelli for instance presented a
platform where the selected people, mostly local businessmen, do not only pray and talk about
religious issues, but also discuss community needs and actions to improve society based on
Fethullah Gülen’s teachings and vision. In Istisare, professionals who work in the movement’s
institutions or volunteers come together regularly to discuss in more detail certain projects, such
as academic and spiritual needs of the students or making important decisions about the
movement’s educational and social projects. On the other hand, again different than Sohbet and
Istisare settings, Mütevelli groups are similar to a board of trustees; business people voluntarily
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gather to discuss how to financially support the projects and meet the certain needs of the
movement. The Mütevelli circle is for the selected people who donate money for the movement,
and like Istisare, is closed to the general public.
In the Gülen movement in Canada, the Sohbet participants usually gather in various
places (with men and women convening separately), including in their own houses, Turkish
community centres, and even cafes or restaurants. Potentially, every social occasion could
become a Sohbet. For example, when a few Turkish Muslim families gather for an outdoor
picnic in the summer time, this group could spontaneously transform into a Sohbet, as one of the
senior members in the group may initiate a Sohbet by reading a text or by simply preaching.
Food, especially tea, has been a significant ingredient of the Sohbet culture in the Gülen
movement. For instance, if the Sohbet was held in a private house, the host family generously
prepares food and may provide dinner, dessert and tea. In a more traditional Sohbet, participants
cook a special meal called maklube, consisting of meat with rice, which is a characteristic dish in
the movement.
Generally, in a Sohbet circle Muslims recite the Quran, pray together, and study Hadith
(sayings of Prophet Muhammed). Sohbets usually include a reading activity, and it is not
necessarily led by one person; rather, participants take turns reading and leading the discussion
during meetings. Sohbet has been one of the most popular social platforms for the TurkishCanadian Muslim immigrants who settled in the Waterloo Region. These educated people are
members of the Gülen movement and concerned about their religious lives and identities in
Canada.
Over the last 18 years, I observed that Sohbets have been one of the most common
cultural, spiritual, and religious practices amongst Turkish Muslims in Ottawa, Montreal,
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Toronto, and the Waterloo Region. As a reading and conversational circle, the Sohbet in general
brought Turkish Canadian Muslims together with their faithful companions on a regular, usually
weekly, basis. The intimate setting of Sohbets and the spontaneous open-ended conversational
style provided a context that aids in transforming people’s lives (Louchakova, 2010). Turkish
Muslims in Canada regularly attend Sohbet groups to socialise, expand their religious
knowledge, practice religious rituals, experience spiritual healing, and networks. I observed that
recent newcomers and more established Turkish Canadian Muslim men read Fethullah Gülen’s
teachings in their Sohbet groups in Canada and discusses about them. Gülen wrote a number of
Quranic exegeses; his followers strive to maintain a vital spiritual life by reading and discussing
his intellectual work within a group setting. I observed that a typical Sohbet usually consists of
five to ten participants and one group leader. The leader, called Sohbet abisi, reads and explains
the text while facilitating a group discussion. The Sohbet abisi usually reads an article or chapter
aloud from one of Gülen’s or Nursi’s books. Alternatively, the group may listen to one of
Gülen’s sermons available on the internet. Depending on the Sohbet abisi’s style, the group
culture and the context, participants may either discuss issues that arise in an open-ended
manner, or the Sohbet can take the form of a monologue and question-and-answer forum. I also
observed that in some groups, participants pray together either before or after the Sohbet.
1.4.1. July 15 Coup Attempt
At this point, it is necessary to give a brief socio-political context of the struggle between
the Gülen movement and Turkey’s ruling party, the AKP (Justice and Development Party), in
order to understand what happened to the movement and why its members fled Turkey for
Western countries. The scholars, who examined the social and political conditions of Turkey out
of which the Gülen movement emerged, often mentioned idelogical differences between the
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main powers, the movement and the AKP (Yavuz & Esposito 2003, Yavuz 2013 &2019,
Hendrick 2013, Tee 2019, Tittensor 2019). The major difference between the two, they found,
was their interpretation and vision of Islam. The Gülen movement promoted more educationalbased civil Islam, while AKP advocated and practiced the political Islam, an ideology perceives
the religion as a source of political identy and action (Yavuz, 2019). Starting with general
elections in Turkey in 2002, the Gülen movement and the new party, the AKP, became closer
pragmatically; the movement expanded its power and influence and supported the new
government to help run the country. Despite ideological differences, the AKP and the movement
cooperated on various social and political projects, such as a new constitution, the question of
Kurdish sovereignty, and progress in attaining European Union membership for more than a
decade.
Cooperation between the Gülen movement and the AKP on some long-awaited social
projects, and especially against the Kemalist military-bureaucratic establishment, continued until
the AKP’s decision to close (private university preparatory classes) owned by the movement.
Indeed, the AKP’s closure of the Dersanes was perceived as a threat by the movement; it created
conflict and a gradual power struggle over control of state resources continued at various levels
until the July 15 coup attempt. Interestingly, no academic in the field of Gülen studies was able
to predict this ideological rivalry could have escalated that much, even to the level of violence
before and after the coup attempt in 2016. Beginning with the corruption investigations against
the government on December 17 and 25, 2013, the tension between the movement and the party
increased to its highest until the failed military coup d’état on July 15, 2016, for which the
Turkish government immediately accused the movement. As Waldman and Caliskan (2019)
stated, “The Gülen movement has been accused of infiltrating many institutions of state and
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conspiring against the AKP on a number of occasions, most notably the July 2016 coup attempt,
in which military officers seemingly loyal to Gülen attempted to overthrow the government”
(p.10). Overall, the AKP blamed the movement for infiltrating Turkey’s state institutions and
taking the key positions in the bureaucracy, especially law enforcement, the judiciary, military,
and the education ministry (Yavuz and Balci, 2018). Despite its once-close alliance with the
government, the movement, on the other hand, accused the AKP for grandiose corruption at the
end of 2013. Especially on December 17 and 25 2013, the police detained high-level government
personalities for their corruption activities, including the sons of three ministers and Egemen
Bağış, minister of European Union affairs, were accused of bribery and corruption with multimillions of dollars. Prime Minister Recep Tayyip Erdoğan described these investigations against
his government and his family as organized by the Gülen movement. Without hesitation, he
promptly reacted by purging the movement’s followers everywhere in the state and private
sector.
At the end, the Turkish public in general and the Turkish state alleged the Gülen
movement masterminded the coup. Indeed, the coup on July 15, 2016 was bloody; 276 people
were killed and thousands were injured. While the causes of the coup still must be examined, the
general public in the country was convinced that it was organised by the Gülen movement
against the Erdogan goverment. Gülen himself rejected the blame on July 16 and invited an
international independent commission to examine the causes of the coup.
After the traumatic events surrounding the coup, the Gülen movement was designated as
the terrorist organization, Fethullah Gülen Terror Organization (Fethullahçı Terör Örgütü or
FETÖ) by the state of Turkey. The members of the movement were not only purged from their
positions and dismissed, but were incarcerated, persecuted, and their estates confiscated by the

WHAT ARE THE SOHBET EXPERIENCES OF TURKISH CANADIAN MEN IN ONTARIO

21

government. The movement lost its once-great power and popularity, and became substantially
weakened in Turkey. Almost every political party and groups – from the leftists to the
republicans, the nationalists to the Kurdish people – blamed the movement for the coup. The
members of the movement began fleeing the country; many claimed refugee status in Western
countries. Many lost estates, employment, positions, relatives. The exilic diaspora of the
movement, its nature and organization in the West has been re-shaped by the cultures of the
hosting countries, such Australia, Germany, England, America, and Canada. In those countries,
they began building new communities by re-formating and re-vitalising the basic values of the
movement. In Canada, they collobarated with the Turkish people who immigrated to Canada
years before. They attended the same Sohbet to find ways to sustain their religious and cultural
identities and to integrate to the main-stream culture.
1.5. The reseracher’s lived Experience as a Sohbet participant
I was born into a religiously conservative family in a village on the western part of
Turkey. Elders of this small village used to meet at a small coffee shop every day after the
evening prayer to read and reflect on religious stories from the Quran. When I turned eight or
nine, I began attending these gatherings, called oturma in Turkish, with a friend. The elders
treated us kindly and offered us pop and chocolates. Years later, I realized that, besides the
influence of my parents and grandparents, these reading circles played a major role in shaping
my religious identity and personality.
In my high school years, I moved to Istanbul and stayed in one of the Gülen movement’s
student dormitories. I found myself attending several Sohbet groups during this period. When I
moved to Ankara, where I graduated from the Turkish Language and Literature department at
Ankara University, I started listening to audio recordings of Fethullah Gülen and developed a
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deeper understanding of his ideals. After graduation, I worked in one of Gülen movement’s
schools in Istanbul and Sakarya, where I continued to attend various Sohbet groups. Since my
immigration to Canada about 18 years ago, I have attended the Sohbet groups of the Gülen
movement in several Canadian cities, including the Waterloo Region. These Sohbet groups
allowed me the opportunity to meet hundreds of people who benefit spiritually from such
gatherings. I observed that some participated for purely religious purposes, while others attended
for more social, cultural, and even business reasons.
Coming together through a Sohbet circle, I gained a better understanding of my cultural
and spiritual experiences, and developed strong social ties with the individuals in Turkish
communities in Canada. I observed that through storytelling and open conversations, Sohbet
participants cultivated trust and friendship in their communities. In my experience, some Sohbets
encouraged their participants to reflect on deeper issues, spiritual matters, and daily struggles,
and divulge their own Canadian experiences. In such groups, participants were offered the
opportunity to respectfully exchange their thoughts, form their own opinions, and share their
experiences. In Ottawa, Toronto, Montreal, and the Waterloo Region, based on my lived
expereince, I observed that an amiable Sohbet atmosphere not only fosters solidarity and helps to
preserve the cultural identity of participants, but also helps the participants to better integrate into
the larger societies.
As a Turkish-Canadian immigrant, Sohbet has been a safe place where I could embrace
my own cultural heritage and identity. By participating in various Sohbet groups in the Gülen
movement over the years, I have expanded my knowledge of Islam and nurtured my spirituality
in a group setting, which was offering me a great opportunity to develop and shape my religious
perspective and identity. In addition, I have found that social interaction, in-depth intellectual
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conversations, and participating in information exchanges had an impact in my own life as a
newcomer Muslim in Canada.
Moreover, Sohbet facilitated my acculturation process in Canada and taught me crucial
social skills I needed in order to adjust to the Canadian context. During those initial years, Sohbet
gatherings became the rare settings where I could speak my own language and express myself
fully without facing language limitations. In the Sohbet circles, time to time I found the
opportunity to voice my feelings, thoughts, and concerns about my personal life and experience
in Canada. I could share my concerns regarding employment issues, homesickness, interpersonal
challenges, and cultural obstacles in my new country. Having these conversations with people
from the similar culture in Sohbets has been a source of relief from the stress of my daily
struggle to adapt in Canada during the process of my own acculturation.
On a psychological level, Sohbet helped me become more resilient as I faced challenges
in Canada, and more community-focused as my ties with other community members
strengthened. I especially appreciated the support from the Sohbet friends during stressful times
in the era after the events of September 11, 2001, and the loss of some family members. Like
many Turkish-Canadians, I mostly looked forward to attending the weekly Sohbets, and while I
maintained my relations with the local Turkish Muslim friends, I felt more connected to the
community and refreshed my spiritually.
Having experienced the spiritual, cultural, social, and psychological benefits of Sohbets, I
decided to examine the Sohbet experiences of Turkish-Canadians as a valuable research subject.
I observed that face-to-face conversations in Sohbet groups were helpful for many TurkishCanadian Muslims. This was especially true for newcomers looking for a group when they first
immigrate to Canada. Participants in the Sohbet groups listened, shared, and learned from one
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another. Through the Sohbet’s atmosphere and open-ended conversations in the groups, they
experienced the joy of exchanging ideas and emotions, felt valued, and developing friendships at
the same time. In addition, they got a chance to obtain spiritually and culturally familiar content
for self-reflection and personal growth during their acculturation process.
1.6. Pilot study in Montreal
I completed a Master of Arts degree on the intellectual history of Fethullah Gülen in the
history department of Wilfrid Laurier University. My own Sohbet experience and observation in
Canada and academic studies on the Gülen movement revealed the profound impact that Sohbet
had on people’s lives within the movement. I observed that, no matter what political situations
stressed them out, most of the members of the Gülen movement continued to attend the Sohbets
in their neighbourhoods in Canada. During my teaching position at McGill University, Montreal,
in 2015-2016, I decided to conduct a pilot study about Sohbet in the Gülen movement. As a
researcher, I wondered how a group of Turkish Canadian Muslim immigrants in Montreal
experienced the Sohbets within the Gülen movement, especially during politically and socially
difficult times. For this reason, I contacted a group of people who identified themselves as
members of the Gülen movement. They were weekly regular participants in a local Sohbet group
in Montreal.
Through these contacts, I attended one Sohbet group as a participant observer for four
weeks. By the end of that time period, I had the opportunity to provide them with further details
about my intention on a pilot study and their potential participation. They gathered in the
community centre north of Montreal, where the Sohbet started with a collective prayer, followed
by social interaction and long religious conversations, and concluded with drinking tea. My
attendance in the group for four weeks provided valuable insights and familiarity with the
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participants, the group’s process and dynamics. At the end of the first Sohbet gathering, I clearly
expressed my research intention and methodology; six participants agreed to be interviewed. All
participants were experienced and established Turkish Canadian Muslims who had lived a long
time in Canada.
During the month of November 2015, I interviewed six Turkish-Canadian newcomers in
order to research the impacts of the Sohbet on their cultural, religious, social, and spiritual lives
in Canada. They claimed that participation in a Sohbet group with senior Turkish-Canadians
enabled them to learn more about the wider Canadian society and culture, and provided access to
other resources in their host communities in Montreal. I found out that the Sohbet provided them
with a safe environment in which participants cultivated a Muslim identity while strengthening
their spirituality and friendship; it was more than a simple religious gathering for these six men.
The Sohbet was perceived as a sacred space for cultivating personal growth, a sense of
belonging, and spiritual progress. Based on this pilot study’s findings and latest wave of TurkishMuslim immigration to Canada, I formulated the research question and conducted the research,
this time in the Waterloo Region.
1.7. About the research
Despite the Gülen movement’s popularity and the significance of the Sohbet concept within
the movement (and Islam in general), the subject has not been studied academically in the
Canadian context. Over the last ten years, growing scholarship on the ideas of Fethullah Gülen
and his movement has resulted in various interpretations (Yavuz, 2001 and 2013; Cetin 2011;
and Turam 2008). For instance, while the leading scholars in the field, Yavuz (2013) and Turam
(2008), approached the movement more critically, Cetin (2011) and Yilmaz (2012) examined it
more favorably. However, amongst these academic works, there has been an absence of Sohbet
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circles and their place in the Gülen movement. In short, Sohbet, as one of the most essential
elements in the Gülen movement, has largely been ignored by academics who even worked on
the movement.
Academic literature on the Gülen movement in general has been shaped mainly by
political scientists and sociologists who explored the political, social, and educational
significance of the movement. In their works (Yavuz, 2001, 2013, Cetin 2009, Hendrick, 2012),
they briefly mentioned the Sohbets as a platform of recruiting the new members to the movement
and raising a religious person and generation. These researchers, while they explored the
movement’s educational, political, and social activities, they did not pay large attention to the
Sohbets and especially the spiritual and psychological aspects of it. Among them, only
Cingillioglu (2017) as an educational scientist, specifically researched the Sohbets in the Gülen
movement with an adult education perspective. He also paid little attention to the spiritual
aspects of the Sohbet.
As a Turkish-Canadian Muslim researcher, I identified this research gap as an
opportunity for my doctoral studies, where I focused on the lived experiences of a group of
Turkish-Canadian Muslim males in relation to their Sohbet participation. In order to conduct this
qualitative study, I have chosen Interpretive Phenomenological Analysis (IPA) as a research
design and methodology. I interviewed 14 participants in total, half of whom are newcomers and
the other half more experienced Turkish Canadians, who have been in Canada for at least five
years. All the participants were the members of the Gülen movement. I administered the same
questionnaire and asked the same open-ended questions to all the participants. Then I
comparatively analyzed their Sohbet’s experiences. This study’s overarching research question is
as follows: “How do Turkish Canadian Muslim men experience Sohbet in the Gülen movement
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in Ontario.” I examined the spiritual, social, psychical, and psychological aspects of Turkish
Canadian Muslim men’s Sohbet group experiences by focusing on their feelings and thoughts in
their own religious, social, and cultural context. The recent political developments in Turkey,
where the Gülen movement originated, forced the members of the movement to migrate to
Western countries like Canada. With the immigration of the thousands of the Turkish Muslims to
Canada in recent years, the popularity of the Sohbets in the Gülen movement increased.
According to the leaders of the movement in the Waterloo region there are approximately 30
Sohbet groups for all ages and genders. The present study examines the Sohbet groups and
explores the lived experiences of their male participants.
This research explored the significance of the spiritual, psychological, and social aspects
of Sohbet circles, based on the experiences of 14 male participants in several Sohbet groups in
Canada. Besides exploring the spiritual, social, psychical and psychological aspects of Sohbet,
the researcher examined the Sohbet’s effects on the participants’ acculturation process in
Canada. He has situated and compared the Sohbet concepts and the findings of the research
within Irvin Yalom’s (2005) group therapy theories and therapeutic factors. The researcher
perceived Sohbets of the Gülen movement as a spiritually integrated informal Islamic support
groups that help to accommodate the participants’ acculturations in Canada. Based on his own
experience and observation, large numbers of the Gülen movement’s participants attended these
groups across the country, and they seemingly benefitted from their experiences in the variety
ways. The researcher compared Sohbet to Yalom’s (2005) group theories and therapeutic factors;
as a result, he identified additional exclusive therapeutic factors that emerged from these
gatherings and from which participants benefitted.
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For the Turkish Muslim newcomers, who still carry their own traditions, ideologies, and
beliefs, adjusting to the new host country presents various cultural, economic, and psychological
challenges. Not only the recent newcomers but more experienced Turkish Canadians experience
sometimes daily challenges, intercultural encounters and continuous contact with other Canadians.
Thus, making sense of one’s new life in a completely new cultural context is an ongoing and
complex process. John Berry (1997) argued that psychological acculturation is amongst the most
significant issues on immigrations. T.D.Graves (1967) defines psychological acculturation as
changes in individuals and social groups as a result of contacting and interacting with a different
culture. The Turkish Canadian Muslim men’ abilities to interact with new cultures and deal with
daily challenges caused by living in this culture during their stressful acculturation process is
important for their psychological, spiritual, and social well-being. Berry (1976) states that cultural
groups and individuals in a new culture constantly deal with the issues of how to adapt and
acculturate. Turkish refugees within the Gülen movement especially have been challenged by how
they relate to each other and to non-Turkish Canadians in their new cultural environments.
Informal and culturally appropriate support groups like Sohbets can provide Turkish Muslim
newcomers with resources and security because they create a familiar environment in which
participants can make sense of their experience and interpret their own experiences in their new
communities. The researcher explored how the Sohbet’s culturally familiar environment impacted
its participants’ social and psychological lives, and their acculturation process in Canada.
In conclusion, Sohbet in the Gülen movement has been a popular and traditional group
concept and ihas not considered a formal therapy group, though some participants might have
experienced therapeutic benefit and support, especially during stressful adaptation time. These
settings were not designed, nor facilitated, to aid participants with mental health issues, though
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they provide several opportunities for spiritual, psychological and social support. Based on the
researcher’s own experience, he perceived Sohbet circles as spiritually integrated support groups
that may potentially provide several healing benefits to its participants. The researcher
conceptualized the Sohbet as an Islamic support group and examined the relationship between
participants’ attendance of these groups and the significance of this on their lives.
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Chapter 2: Literature review

This chapter firstly reviews the available academic works on the Sohbet in Islamic mental
health research, and then both in general and in relation to the Gülen movement in particular.
Secondly, considering the Sohbet as an informal support group, the researcher highlights particular
group therapy concepts, focusing on Irvin Yalom’s (2005) theoretical framework alongside with
the concept social determinants of health, migration, and diaspora in Islam within the acculturation
theory of John Berry.
2.1. Sohbet in Islamic mental health research
Islam demonstrates strong social ties through collective rituals, ceremonies and prayers
(Munib & Amin Din, 2013; Barise, 2005; Gülen, 2007). Convincingly, living a religious life
communally creates a mutual bond among Muslims; this represents “the central Islamic concept
of the unity of the divine” (Rippin, 2005, p.5). The Prophet Muhammed often encouraged Muslims
to stay together and to build a strong community of believers: “Allah’s blessing is with the
community” (Tirmizi, Fiten 7). Although there is in Islam a religious emphasis on the importance
of attending community events and gatherings, scholarly works that study these group activities,
such as Sohbet, are lacking. While academic literature on how religious group activities affect
Muslims’ daily lives, especially in the field of mental health, is still developing, there is still no
academic work on how Sohbets affect Muslims’ mental health and their social lives. The researcher
in this study begins his review by pointing to some recent academic studies on the Sohbet in which
one would have expected to see detailed discussions of the finding.
Researchers in the field of Islamic mental health have not studied Sohbet practice in the
lives of Muslims in detail. For instance, the Canadian researcher Nazila Isgandarova (Effective
Islamic Spiritual Care: Foundations and Practices of Imams and Other Muslim Spiritual
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Caregivers, 2011) in her doctoral dissertation entirely overlooked the concept of Sohbet while
investigating various spiritual-care resources used by Muslim chaplains in Canada. This is
especially noticeable because she focused on the relationship between Muslim chaplains and their
clients in different settings, excluding the Sohbet setting, along with hospitals and prisons.
Isgandarova (2011) examined how Muslim chaplains operated as caregivers in the context of
Canadian Muslims' health care system. She found that, although the majority of Muslim chaplains
did not have formal training in Western educational systems, they still played a significant role in
the promotion of Muslims' health in Canada. She advised that if the Muslim chaplains combined
religious science with social sciences they could be more effective in their preventions. At this
point, the researcher assumed that the Sohbets could be an appropriate place to combine religious
science with social science, as it is often the case in the Gülen movement’s Sohbets. Indeed, it
would be a significant contribution to explore Canadian Muslim chaplains’ Sohbet experiences
and how they used Sohbet circles as a mental health resource.
Moreover, the academic literature on Muslim group counselling in Islamic mental health
studies in general remains largely unexplored territory. The researcher Ahmed Nezar Kobeisky
(2004) highlighted the importance of community in diaspora when he argued that Muslims relied
heavily on social support to meet their social and spiritual needs. However, neither Sohbet nor
Halaqa, the Arabic version of the term, was mentioned in Kobeisky’s work. He also did not
elaborate his argument about the kinds of community supports that could be provided to Muslims
in North America. Based on his own observation, Kobeisky (2004) stated that active community
engagement is crucial for the spiritual and social wellness of Muslims, and also mentioned the
negative aspects of community pressure in diaspora. According to Kobeisky (2004) Muslim
communities in North America create pressure on individuals, which has a negative effect on their
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mental health, creates a stigma, and keeps them from seeking professional help. In that context,
one would expect some discussion about Sohbet, which has been commonly practiced by Muslim
communities in North America.
Another researcher in the field of Islamic psychotherapy, Marwan Dwairy (2006), focused
on counselling among Arab Muslims in the United States, and suggested that Islamic community
centres and mosques across North America played a crucial role in enhancing the social,
psychological, and spiritual wellbeing of Muslims and in creating healthy religious identities,
which were compatible with the mainstream cultures of the hosting societies. Although it is true
that gathering regularly in mosques provides social and personal support to Muslims, and
maintains their cultural and religious identities, Dwairy (2006) did not consider Sohbet or any other
religious group settings where Muslims could nourish their spirituality and develop a religious
identity. Dwairy (2006) observed that Muslims generally do not describe and talk about their
psychological difficulties openly. Rather, they have general conversations about their personal and
spiritual life and its importance at the gatherings in the mosques. While he found these
conversations healing for participants to a certain extent, they tended to be superficial in general
(Dwairy, 2002). Indeed, comparing the general and religious conversations in the mosques to the
Sohbet circles, people in the Sohbets can develop a stronger group identity and friendship, so they
may not limit their conversations to only religious issues.
Olga Louchakova (2008) admitted in her brief article that the concept of Sohbet had not
yet been researched, especially from the perspective of spiritual care and counselling, comparing
academic literature on similar concepts, such Satsang in Indian culture and Veche in Russian. She
argued that, despite Sohbet’s spiritually transformative and healing factors, its therapeutic aspects

WHAT ARE THE SOHBET EXPERIENCES OF TURKISH CANADIAN MEN IN ONTARIO

33

and cultural significance for the participants have not yet been researched in the field of
counselling.
2.2. Academic literature on Sohbet in general and in the Gülen movement
The concept of Sohbet attracts sociologists and anthropologists more than it does mental
health researchers, psychologists or theologians. For instance, anthropologist Brian Silverstein’s
dissertation (Mystical Discipline in Modern Turkey: Ethics of Speech in the Practice of Islam,
1997), one of the most comprehensive works on Sohbet culture, examines a contemporary Turkish
Naqshbandi Sufi order from the discipline of cultural anthropology. He (2002) defined Sohbet as
a “spiritual conversation and companionship in conversation” and found it to be a communityforming practice in Sufism (p.12). In his fieldwork in Istanbul, Turkey, Silverstein studied the
traditional and modern cultural elements of the Sohbet of a specific Sufi group, and he argued that
Sohbets formed “a moral disposition through companionship, language, and discourse” (p.203).
For Silverstein, people still live and practise traditional Sufism in the modern world through
Sohbets.
Since Silverstein’s (2002) focus was on the rituals and ceremonies in the Sohbet of the Sufi
group in the modern world, even though he argued the social and cultural effects of Sufi Sohbet in
its participants’ lives, he did not provide much detail about the spiritual significance of their Sohbet
experience in his first work. Rather, he explored the fundamental concepts and rituals of Islamic
mysticism, Sufism, at the heart of a Sohbet, such as love and ethics, as a cultural element, and
situated these concepts within anthropological theories and tried to understand follower of the Sufi
orders’ experience in the context of modern Turkey. After extensive observation of the Sohbet
environment, Silverstein (1997) depicted it as an intense spiritual and sincere environment because
of two characteristics: intimacy and sincerity (p.200). He described the relationship between
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Mursid, the master, and Murid, the student, in this particular Sufi school’s context and tradition.
Silverstein (1997) observed that the traditional interaction between the master and the student is
still in use in Sufi groups in Turkey. Also, the intimate companionship amongst the students and
their master was one of the most significant aspects of this group’s Sohbet practices.
Brian Silverstein in his other work (2008) continued to examine this specific Sufi
group’s Sohbet tradition. He found that even though Sufism had been illegal in Turkey since
1925, people continued to gather in Sohbet settings to practice their religion and their Islamic
identities survived. The Naqsibendi Muslims performed prayers and practiced the Dhikr in their
mostly secret Sohbet gatherings. Silverstein argued that Sohbets as “structured reading and
discussion” gatherings in this Turkish Sufi group played an essential role for their participants to
preserve their religious and cultural identities in the secular state (p.21). According to Silverstein,
“Sohbets were this Naqshbandi Suﬁ order’s main devotional activity alongside the canonical ﬁve
daily prayers,” and they very often found opportunities to make a Sohbet circle (p.123).
Silverstein argued that the members of this very old and traditional Sufi group in Turkey were
able to preserve their religious and cultural identities in the secular state through the Sohbets. At
their homes they gathered and continued their traditions to today, and now they are utilizing
various means and platforms of media to conduct their Sohbets.
Similarly, the researcher of this study argues that the Gülen movement survives in Canada,
during stressful years of acculturation and post-trauma, through their Sohbets. The participants
revealed that they will continue to gather in existing Sohbets and create the new ones, which they
believed will be helpful for them to preserve their Islamic identity and maintain their
membership to the movement. Coming to Canada as refugees, the members of the movement
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have, through the Sohbets, consoled each other and consolidated their ties to the movement and
their identities as Canadian Turkish Muslims in their new country.
Silverstein (2008) observed that in Naqshbandi Sohbets, participants talk very little,
rarely ask questions, and do not take notes, but they respectfully listen to the Master. When
Sohbet was finished, they pray together and practice a Dhikr called Hatme-i Hacegan, “an
invocation of memory of earlier pious personalities, Naqshbandi, Suﬁs, and other Muslims, with
special emphasis on ﬁgures” of this Sufi group (p.122). The Masters of the Sohbets have been
careful to remain on the main theme, which is “meant to be taken to heart by listeners and to
become a part of their daily practice and the continuous devotional exercises” (p.134).
Silverstein (2008) observed that they mostly studied Hadith during their approximately twohour-long Sohbets. First, the Master read the Hadith in Arabic, and then the interpreted “with
examples given from daily occurrences and historical anecdotes”. After the first Hadith was read
and explained, the Master continued to read the second and third, and explained them with the
examples, as well (p.123). In this Sufi group’s Sohbets, the listeners sit on the carpet quietly, and
some people constantly serve tea and water during the Sohbet. Amongst the main themes in these
Sohbets were “goodness (iyilik) and morality (ahlak)” (p.1250). Silverstein observed that the
listeners were exteremely respectful to the Master and the subject matter. He observed their
attitudes and concerns towards the sensitive religious matters, and he explained that they were
primarily concerned about “how one can become predisposed to ethical practice and avoidance
of sin” (p.127). The participants’ focus in Naqshibendiyah Sohbets was to discipline themselves
and be alert about good ethics, Islamic virtues, and traps of the devil that challenge them in their
daily lives.
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Silverstein (2008) emphasized, “The practice of Sohbet is important to recall that Islam is
for its practitioners, and others, a moral tradition, involving the ongoing elaboration of normative
judgment about correct practice” (p. 23). He identified that Naqshabendiya Sufis seemed aware
of the importance of following the footsteps of the Prophet, and received the teachings of the
Prophets, Sunnah, in the Sohbets. Silverstein (2008) identified the essential aspect of the Sohbet
for the Naqshabendiya was to sit together with sincere Muslim fellows in the circle and influence
each other’s spiritual situations and behaviors in a manner similar to the companions of the
Prophets, the Ashab. Silverstein describes, “Being together is the way in which Sohbet is felt to
be effective. Sohbet is the harnessing of a metaphysic of inﬂuence to form proper, morally
structured dispositions to do what God commanded as the Good” (p.128). He explained that
Sohbets were characterised by sincerity and intimacy. Seemingly devoted Muslims in this Sufi
group’s Sohbets opened the doors, complemented, greeted, and smiled at each other constantly.
Even after the Sohbets, they retold the Hadiths and stories that were told in the Sohbets to each
other, and made jokes.
To summarize, Silverstein (2008) was primarily interested in Sohbets of the Naqshbandi
Sufi order in modern Turkey and its power of creating an alternative Islamic habitus for
Muslims. He found the Mursid’s discourse and attitude during the Sohbets and the
companionships among the listeners very influential, and a community-building practice.
Silverstein (2002) observed that Sufi Sohbets, either face-to-face or in radio, continue to cultivate
spiritual growth and friendship in a Sufi shrine in Turkey. He (2008) illustrated more insights
and observations about the spiritual relationships between the disciples and their Masters.
Naqshibendi Muslims in their Sohbets experience God “intimately”, especially through the
practice of Dhikr (p.123). He also examined the significance of face-to-face companionship in
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the Sohbets. Silverstein argued that “Naqshbandis have elaborated a technique of spiritual
realization out of the status of ‘companionship,’ namely, through Sohbet, institutionalizing and
replicating a logocentrism that suffuses Islamic traditions” (p.127). He identified one of the
essential features of the Sohbets was loving, sincere, and faithful relationship between the
brothers.
Ali Zamhari (2010) studied specifically Dhikr gatherings, called Majilis Dhikr in
different Sufi groups in Indonesia. Indonesian Muslims attend these circles with the purpose of
purifying their souls. Zamhari finds that “the aim of these practices is to attain closeness to God
and His Prophet” (p.245). According to him, the teachings and ritual of these circles are based on
the Qur’an, Hadith, and Sufism. The participants join in the performance of collective Dhikr
under the supervision of the masters, who are called Ustadz. These gatherings “lead to
tranquillity and the strengthening of the heart, as well as being a safeguard against the horror of
the world and the horror of the day of resurrection” (p.212). Zamhari (2010) explained that the
central figures in groups of Muslim scholars, called Ustadz, have mostly graduated from Islamic
seminaries. According to Zamhari, Ustadz play important role “not only in inculcating Islamic
values and norms in the lives of Muslims but also in developing Majlis Dhikr as venues for
practising Islamic ritual” (p.245). Ustadz talk briefly at the end of the Dhikr sessions and they
usually talk about spiritual issues. Zamhari explains that these groups “proliferated among rural
and urban people and continue to attract new membership” (p.245). According to him, “these
groups can serve as an alternative venue for Indonesian Muslims to practice the inner aspects of
Islam (p. 247). These groups disseminate the religious information and “respond to various
aspects of practical Sufism” (p.95). In some Sufi groups’ Dhikr gatherings in Indonesia, they
serve a meal and tea. “In addition to the meal, special water called blessed water is provided for
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the ritual participants at every entrance. To obtain this water, people should voluntarily give a
small amount of money. Participants bring a bottle of water from home and place it in front of
the ritual gathering with its lid open” (p.187)
Antoon Geels (2017) studied psychology of Dhikr in the Turkish Halveti-Jerrahi Sufi group
in Istanbul, and he defines the Dhikr as “repetitive prayer” in Sufism. (p.229). He explains the
Quranic basis of the Dhikr practice. Quran says, ". . . mention thy Lord, when thou forgettest"
(Quran, 18:24). Other frequently quoted verses are 33:40, "O believers, remember God oft"
(Quran, 33:40), "In God's remembrance are at rest the hearts of those who believe." (Quran,
13:28). "Remember me, then, and I will remember you." (Qura, 2:52). According to Geels, there
are three phases of Dhikr in Halveti-Jerrahi tradition: “Sitting in a Circle, Standing in a Circle
and Circling, Standing in Opposite Rows” (p.238). The participants recite and repeat collectively
the words ailahe illallah monotonously. In Halveti-Cerrahi Dhikr ceremonies there are singers
who play important roles in motivating the participants spiritually and invite them to the circle.
The participants aim to concentrate on the love for God during the Dhkir. The participants “keep
their eyes closed to concentrate on the dhikr and the melodious songs” (p.238). The participants
repeat the divine names of God.
Muhammed Iqbal Irham (2017) examined Sufism from the perspective of Islamic
psychology; he argued that “Sufism offers a spiritual antidote in facing life’s trials and
tribulations in the modern age. The lack of clarity on life’s purpose can cause many people to
suffer spiritually” (p.47). For him, Sufi practices can be incorporated into the healing process of
mind and soul. His agues that Dhikr cleans the individual’s heart, soul, and mind. He describes
the Dhkir as “light for the heart” and says, “If Dhikr is performed involving all the parts of the
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self, tongue, heart, and spirit, it becomes necessary to practice seriously. The three types of Dhikr
(tongue, heart, spirit) are most often practiced in the therapy” (p.54).
Along the same lines, the anthropologist Helen Folkner (2010) studied a women’s Sohbet
group located in Cardiff, Wales. She focused on the sharing of religious knowledge and exchange
of support in the Sohbet she attended. As a participant-observer in a woman’s group and a nonMuslim researcher, she explored the group experience in its natural environment, and studied the
participants’ interpersonal relations during Sohbet, focusing on what happened in the group, rather
than why the participants attended. The group had a diverse population with approximately 25
participants who were multi-generational and multi-ethnic, and there was a cohesive atmosphere
and friendship amongst the members, she observed.
For Helen Folkner (2010), the Sohbet is an alternative space where Muslim women
experienced their faith and developed a social and personal support system for each other in a nonMuslim environment (p.53). Folkner observed that the women found the Sohbet environment less
intimidating than that of a mosque. When she compared these two spaces, based on how the
participants interacted and felt about each space, she found the participants preferred the homelike environments of the Sohbet because of their “sense of accessibility and openness” (p.35). Even
though this particular Sohbet’s regular attendees went to a mosque for worship, Folkner said they
perceived Sohbets as essential gatherings where they obtained knowledge and community support,
and developed safe, intimate relationships with their friends. As a support system, Folkner
observed that Sohbet helped the participants during tragic events in their personal lives, such death,
grief and loss. The participants of this Sohbet group shared the tragic events in their lives with the
group and found expressing their thoughts and feelings with the other participants to be beneficial.
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Folkner (2010) also found that this specific Sohbet consisted of community-minded
Muslim women, reinforced participants’ faith throughout their difficulty, and provided them with
social support and individual rehabilitation. She described the group as quite cohesive, and the
members compassionately supported their Sohbet friends. This closed group in Cardiff has been
gathering for a long time, and Folkner (2010) observed that the participants were able to share
their daily experiences and difficulties openly in their groups. She concluded that Sohbet “acted as
a valuable supportive resource” since members of the group did not shy away from offering
practical help, religious advice, comfort and solace to each other, which she found rehabilitative
(p.52). She noted that in this intimate and religious space Muslim women called each other “sister”
and interacted genuinely with each other. She found such sisterhood significant for participants,
and one of the common themes in her research.
In addition to Silverstein and Folkner’s studies, one finds Sohbet appearing in a wide range
of other studies, but only in minor ways. The most significant of these are Attiya Ahmad
(Cosmopolitan Islam in a Diasporic Space: Foreign Resident Muslim Women’s Halaqa in the
Arabian Peninsula, 2011), Hairgrove Douglas, M.Mcleod (Circles Drawing Toward High Risk
Activism: The Use of Usroh and Halaqa in Islamist Radical Movements, 2008), Bulent Akot
(Function of Sohbet as Sufistic Guidance Method, 2007), Arif Zamhari (Rituals of Islamic
Spirituality: A Study of Majlis Dhikr Groups in East Java, 2010), and Gökhan Ekim (The First
Meeting and Its Importance of the Community Institution in “Sohbet” Meetings, 2012). Sohbet in
these studies functions mainly to create alternative religious and cultural spaces for people either
in Muslim-dominant and non-dominant lands. Instead of going to the mosque, the participants of
the Sohbets, these scholars all say, experience Islam in their everyday lives while at the same
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time learn, socialise and build religious identities. The participants of these Sohbets mostly find
the groups essential for their spirituality and socially beneficial (Ahmed, 2011).
English and Turkish academic literature on Sohbet groups in Canada, especially within the
context of the Gülen movement, until the time of this study, are noticeably absent from her work.
Overall, there has been relatively little literature emerging on Sohbet in the Gülen movement. As
one of the pioneer researchers on the Gülen movement, political scientist Hakan Yavuz (2013) in
his book briefly mentioned the Sohbet gatherings of the movement as an integral element in
order to explore the social and spiritual nature of the movement. He described the Sohbets as
“congregational brotherhood and sisterhood circles,” which enable its participants to free from
official Islamic narration of the nation and secular state (p.79). Through the Sohbets, the
movement constructed mobile, alternative social networks across Turkey, promoting Gülen’s
interpretation of Islam that gets along with civil society and democracy in Turkey. Yavuz (2013)
believes that the Gülen movement since the late 1970s was able create a community and build
social capital through the networks of the Sohbets that provided “spaces of socialization” for
Turkish people (p.290). Fethullah Gülen, as leader, established social activism and solidarity
within his movement and was able to reach to the diverse populations in Turkey with the help of
these informal social networks. Yavuz (2013) noted that weeping was an essential part of the
Sohbets, and the movement as well. He insisted this public and uncontrollable weeping in the
movement must be examined well in order to understand especially the emotional and spiritual
nature of the movement. Yavuz argued that Fethullah Gülen as a weeping preacher in the pulpit
presented his message in an emotionally intense way, encouraged the general public to adopt his
divine message, and invoke religious excitement in public in his highly emotional lectures in
Sohbet or mosque settings.
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Hakan Yavuz (2013) highlights that Fethullah Gülen, as an emerging Muslim leader in the
1970s, established student houses, dersane, and dormitories considering the similar notion and
concept to “the home of Ibn-i Eram”, who was a friend of the Prophet, where the Prophet held
his first reading and conversation circles in the history of Islam. Similar to this, Gülen aimed to
raise a religiously and nationalistically concerned and educated youth thorough the Sohbets in
the students’ houses that belonged to the movement in the major cities in Turkey. Gülen (1997)
described an ideal student house of his movement as
a shelter for the youth against disbelief and the corrupting influences of the system. I hope
they help each and every young person to create and improve their personality by living
together and enhancing their environment with Islamic ideals. (p.17)
Gülen (1997) conceptualized these student houses as light houses, isik evleri to raise religiously
concerned and idealistic generations. The university students who stayed in these houses during
their higher education organized and attended the Sohbets, and gradually became devoted
members of the Gülen movement. After their graduation they expected to stay within the
movement, continue to attend the Sohbets, and initiate various volunteer and professional
activities within the movement. Hakan Yavuz (2013) argued that through the Sohbets in the
student houses and dormitories Fethullah Gülen prioritized fostering piety and brotherhood
among the members of his movement. There, these students prayed together, talked about
spirituality and religion, and continuously took responsibilities for the movement’s social and
religious initiations. Therefore, Yavuz (2013) perceived the student house, dersane, as central
piece of the movement, where the young minds and souls regularly attended the Sohbets,
internalised the ideology of the movement, and became active and serving members. Yavuz
(2013) identified the main content of the Sohbets at the student houses as Islamic ethical
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principles that students implemented in their daily life in the modern world and set good role
models for the others. According to Yavuz (2013) the places of the Sohbet and student houses
were perceived as “semi-sacred spaces” by their residents, who strictly practiced the religion and
strove to become conscious Muslims (p.104).
Fethullah Gülen has been recognized as a highly effective preacher who has distinguished
himself amongst the many other official preachers with his eloquent and emotional storytelling
style. Hakan Yavuz (2013) argued that storytelling was a key component in Fethullah Gülen’s
own theological pedagogy and it was also a common feature in the movement. The participants
of the Sohbet enjoyed telling stories about the Prophet, Turkish history, memories of Said Nursi
and Fethullah Gülen. They often retold stories that Gülen told in the pulpit and used the shared
vocabulary of the movement. Yavuz (2013) claimed: “Gülen uses stories as a framework for
building memory, stirring up emotions, and connecting them to the origins of Islam by giving
them a sense that they are part of an ‘unfolding revelation’ to be realized through living and
acting” (p.112). For Yavuz, the participants created a shared identity, felt more belonging to the
movement through retelling the same stories. Perceiving the Prophet as best role model, in the
Sohbets the participants often tell and interpret the stories about him in every gathering, and as a
result collective action and memories were created “by the shared stories told by Gülen” (p.113).
Gülen himself and the Sohbet abisis created shared identity within the movement, promoting the
movement’s interpretation of Islam, which is constructed with the stories of the prophets.
The most recent and comprehensive study on the Sohbet in relation to the Gülen movement
is Salih Cingillioglu’s work, The Gülen Movement: Transformative Social Change (2017), for
which he interviewed 21 businessmen and teachers in Istanbul, Turkey. In the first doctoral study
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on the subject, Cingillioglu situated the Sohbet phenomenon in the Gülen movement within adult
education theories. He explored these Sohbet groups based on the following questions:
i.

the reasons for the attendance of businessmen;

ii.

the educational aspects of the Sohbets; and

iii.

their effects in the participants’ individual and social lives (p.13).

He devoted his attention to the relationships between the members and the movement
within the context of the Sohbet. Cingillioglu found that the senior members of the movement
systematically used the Sohbets “as gates to invite people to the movement” (p.200). According to
him, the senior members believed that Sohbet was a more appropriate way to invite people to Islam
and to learn and teach about the religion. In fact, those participants’ first exposure to the movement
in his research was through the Sohbets. Cingillioglu observed that the Sohbet participants often
thought of the Sohbet in relation to the early years of Islam, where Prophet Muhammed formed
his community around small religious gatherings in Makkah. During those gatherings, the Prophet
shared the first revelations of the Quran and taught the pioneer believers of Islam about the new
religion. Cingillioglu further argued that Fethullah Gülen, a preacher and Imam, did the same.
Gülen used these religious gatherings, the Sohbets, which represent one of the common practices
in the Turkish culture, from the onset of his career. His movement used the Sohbet form “as an
advantage to reach people through an already-familiar gathering to the potential participants”
(Cingillioglu, 2017, p.202). Throughout the Sohbets, the faith-based movement of Gülen
alternatively created inspirational and educational spaces to the businessmen who became
members and financial supporters of the movement.
Cingillioglu (2017) claimed Fethullah Gülen not only created a movement through the
Sohbets, but he also transformed Turkish society with these grassroots, top-down social gatherings.
Through the religious content of the Sohbets, which, Cingillioglu argued, Gülen offered as a
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“moderate interpretation of Islam” to the larger Turkish society, he aimed to raise an ideal Muslim
and create a “desired community” of believers (p.250). These communities blend the religious
values of the individuals with the values of science and the modern world, such democracy and
human rights. Cingillioglu found that the businessmen who attended these meetings learned about
Islam and realities of the modern world at the same time; as these businessmen later became
members of the movement; they would sponsor its global social projects. He argued that the
participants in the Sohbet did not limit themselves to talking and listening to only religious issues,
but they explored social subjects and expanded their impact to the larger world through altruistic
acts, thus demonstrating humanistic responsibilities.
Cingillioglu (2017) examined the social and individual effects of attending the Sohbets in
the lives of businessmen and Sohbet abisis. He found that through the Sohbet’s educational
environment, besides religious knowledge, the participants learned basic communication and
social skills; as a result, they developed better relationships with their families, lived a more pious
life, and extended the knowledge they learned from the Sohbet to their families. In addition to
improved family lives, the businessmen in the Sohbet discussed trade opportunities and
strengthening business networks, which proved to be financially valuable to the businessmen
attending the Sohbet. Through interactions and the network formed in the Sohbet, businessmen
gained knowledge and were encouraged to invest in the Gülen movement’s educational institutions
around the world, which consequently built social capital for the movement. According to
Cingillioglu (2017), the Gülen movement created conducive and mobile social spaces that
transformed the individual and society both socially and economically.
The number of Sohbet groups increased in Turkey, and more businessmen started attending
the Sohbets. For instance, through cooperation with the government beginning in the early 2000s,
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the movement expanded more, grew faster, and its members became richer. All in all, he argues
that the Sohbets transformed the lives of businessmen and their families on multiple levels:
religious, social, and even economic; this transformation took place without the need to separate
from the modern world. On the contrary, these gatherings and their contents encouraged
participating businessmen to actively engage in life and inspired them to invest in education inside
and outside of Turkey. In short, Cingillioglu (2017) argued that the Gülen movement reached to
the larger societies through the Sohbets and these Sohbets positively affected social and
economical lives of its participants.
The anthropologist Tewary Jassal (2013) examined the Sohbet as a social practice of the
Gülen movement, with a focus on the lived experience of women. Jassal (2013) analysed how
Sohbet was practiced by a group of housewives in Ankara, Turkey, in light of the following
question: “what kind of personal and political engagement does Sohbet foster?” (p.190). She
primarily focused on the social roles of Muslim women in modern Turkish society and how they
integrated the knowledge and insights gained from the Sohbet into their personal and social lives.
Jassal’s descriptions of Sohbet often related to the space where an Islamic lifestyle was experienced
by a group of Muslim women in Turkey (p.203). Sohbet, for her, created a friendly space for
Muslim women to come together, fostering laughter and genuine conversation; these spaces
allowed women to socialise and understand their place in contemporary Turkish society, and their
relations with the Gülen movement as members of it.
Interestingly, Jassal (2013) observed that general discussions in the Sohbet were not so
much about religion or spirituality, but more “about life, relationships, and family” (p.194). She
found that in the Sohbet, women shared their daily experiences with each other and learned
practical lessons about life, such as what it takes to be a good wife, mother, and Muslim woman
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in Turkey (p.206). However, Jassal observed that even though they mostly talked about worldly
matters, such as fashion and food, the Sohbet shaped the women’s understanding of Islam and
influenced their daily religious practices. To her, the attendees of the Sohbet were able to integrate
religion they learnt based on Fethullah Gülen’s teachings in the Sohbets into their daily lives
(p.195).
In terms of the leadership in the group, Jassal (2013) observed that the person who
conducted the Sohbet was respectful and knowledgeable about Islam, and well-versed especially
on Gülen’s teachings. The Sohbet leader’s advice-giving lessons were well-received by
participants, who also had the opportunity to ask many questions to her. Jassal observed lively
conversations amongst the participants and she concluded that, for women, the role of the Sohbet
extended beyond merely reinforcing their religious identity, to defining their social place in
modern Turkish society. Jassal argued that the Sohbet prepared an alternative space where life and
religion come together for Turkish women. As conclusion, Jassal found that the woman’s group
in the Gülen movement in Ankara experienced the Sohbet as not only religious and spiritual but
equally as social practice; they clearly benefitted from their Sohbet experience.
Fabio Vicini (2014), for his part, conducted field research on the Gülen movement’s
student houses in Istanbul, Turkey. Vicini, as a participant-observer and non-Muslim researcher,
lived in two houses and observed firsthand the rituals, ceremonies, and daily interactions among
male university students. In his article, Vicini described the Sohbet as a form of sociability and
examined how this helped the individual to structure their lives in the Gülen movement. By
observing the interpersonal relationships among students in their houses, Vicini at the same time
attended several Sohbet groups in the Gülen movement. His research focused on the cultural
context of the student houses and interpersonal relationships in the movement from an
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anthropological perspective. During a regular week, students attended several Sohbet groups going
on in their houses. Even though each Sohbet had one Sohbet abisi, the students read interactively,
and discussed Gülen’s books and videotaped sermons together. The students called the Sohbet a
“reading together” activity (p.3), rather than only one person’s reading and explaining the text.
For Vicini, as with Jassal, the Sohbet groups provided “alternative spaces” for socialization,
allowing participants to contribute to building a shared community identity while at the same time
exploring their own interpretation of Islam and identity in a secular state. Vicini described the
Sohbet environment as “sincere and collegial” and he argued that brotherly interactions in the
Sohbets fostered social cohesion within the Gülen movement in general (p.3). In fact, it was
through conversations in the Sohbets that students became familiar with Gülen’s theology, and
with the basic rituals and attitudes of the movement. Vicini indicated that the daily life in the
student houses was structured around three main practices: “Daily prayer, following of the Prophet
Muhammed, and Sohbet” (p.2). He found “genuine sincerity” noticeably visible during Sohbets;
through respectful interactions among the participants, the members developed a distinct
community identity (p.12). As Jassal argued before, Vicini also agreed that in the friendly informal
setting of the Sohbet the students experienced their religious lives and practiced prayers together,
and discussed worldly issues such as employment after graduation and possible volutairing
opportunities in the movement. As seen here, the Sohbet in the movement has not been limited
only to Islamic issues, but—depending on the attendees—it may cover various social and personal
issues about life in general.
Another anthropologist, Muhammed Ahmet (2012) in his Master of Arts thesis examined
the role of the Sohbet of the Gülen movement in forming a religous identity and developing the
concept of “self” through a group process. Ahmet categorised the Sohbet into two groups: one
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open for the general public, and the other exclusively for members (p.12). Potentially, everybody
was encouraged to attend open Sohbets, where general Islamic knowledge was taught and prayed
together as group. Ahmet indicated that Fethullah Gülen’s books and sermons constituted the main
content of the Sohbet, besides the books of the Quran and Hadith. Through this content in the
Sohbets, the movement aimed to create and promote the concept of the ideal person, a “perfected
man- insan-i Kamil” (p.20). Hence, all the participants Ahmet interviewed strove to become a
“better Muslim” based on the teachings of Fethullah Gülen in the Sohbets (p.20). In the movement,
Sohbet, as Ahmet defined it, “is a process through which participants seek to form an Islamic
habitus so as to reflect the spirit of the Prophet and the Quranic morals” (p.29). Ahmet explored
the relationship between the concept of self and Sohbet within the movement, as he observed the
members inside and outside of Sohbet read the same books believed to be essential to become a
moral person and cultivate a strong sense of self. Ahmet claimed the participants believed Gülen’s
teachings sufficient in prescribing the characteristics of a righteous person and devoted Muslims.
To achieve these high-end goals of the movement, reading Gülen’s books, listening to his sermons,
and studying his teachings primarily in Sohbets influenced people’s personal lives.
The Sohbets, as a central element in the Gülen movement, for Muhammed Ahmet, are
favourable environments to “reorganis[ing] participant’s relationships” with themselves, including
between the leader and participants (p.22). Ahmet called the Sohbet leader Agabey, the older
brother, and explained that since they organised and delivered the Sohbet, their role was vital for
the success and continuation of Sohbet; traditionally, they held quite esteemed positions within the
movement. The participants believed the Sohbets were suitable places to raise a knowledgable,
responsible, and conscious Muslim self. It can be concluded that practicing Islam through prayer
and conversation in the Sohbet is essential not only for religious reasons, but also for developing
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a spritüal self and group identity. Ahmet observed that the followers of the Gülen movement
regularly attended the Sohbets, they gradually developed a strong sense of self and group identity,
and as result they became part of the movement willingly and voluntarily through teachings of
Fethullah Gülen. Ahmet also claimed that interpersonal engagements among the participants in the
Sohbets played a crucial role in their involvement in the movement.
2.3. Irvin Yalom’s therapeutic factors and Jean Vanier’s authentic community
As seen in the literature, even though the Sohbet is an intimate conversational experience
and not a formal group therapy setting, the researcher in this study observed that it has potential
therapeutic elements in the data of this research. In his seminal book, Irvin Yalom (2005) identified
the therapeutic factors of various group therapy settings based on years of his own clinical
experiences and research. Yalom discussed how various group settings, such as support groups,
might work therapeutically in terms of group dynamics, group process, inter and intra-personal
issues. He divided therapeutic experiences into eleven primary factors: Installation of hope,
universality, imparting information, altruism, the corrective recapitulation of the primary family
group, development of socialising techniques, imitative behaviour, interpersonal learning, group
cohesiveness, catharsis, and existential factors (p.2). Although Yalom explained each therapeutic
factor separately, he found them complementarily interdependent on each other in group
mechanisms. Through his integrative approach in group pychotherapy theories, he argued that each
of these therapeutic factors operate at various levels in a dynamic process in any given group.
Yalom (2005) especially underlined the importance of group cohesiveness amongst the
other factors as one of the most significant therapeutic elements. He stated that “cohesiveness is a
significant factor in successful group therapy outcome” because it holds the group as one strong
piece (p.75). For him, group cohesiveness was a unifying factor in therapy and he defined it “as

WHAT ARE THE SOHBET EXPERIENCES OF TURKISH CANADIAN MEN IN ONTARIO

51

the result of all the forces acting on all the members such that they remained in the group” (p.55).
According to Yalom, the members of a cohesive group “feel warmth and comfort in the group and
a sense of belonging; they value the group and feel in turn that they are valued, accepted, and
supported by other members” (p.55). Yalom argued that “the engaged, cohesive therapeutic
relationship is necessary in all psyhcotherapies,” whether it is individual or group therapy (p.54).
In addition to cohesiveness, he emphasized the healing power of the sense of belonging in group
and individual therapies. Yalom observed that cohesive groups provide a proper sense of
belonging, and as a result, they create more durable relationships, emotional connectedness, and
self-esteem fort the participants. Morover, Yalom found that cohesive groups resulted in “better
group attendance, greater participation of members, [and] greater influenceability of members”
(p.61). Generating a more cohesive group environment, therefore, enhances a group’s stability,
consequently attendence and participation in the group process, and better therapeutic outcome
(p.75). In order to examine the therapeutic aspects of Sohbet groups in-depth, it is integral to situate
Sohbet group dynamics within the group works of Yalom, who has been a pinoeer theorist and
practicioner in the group therapy field.
Yalom (2005) emphasized the importance of hope in his existentialist approach to group
pyschotherapy, and he found the intillation of hope is critical and a motivating force in healing
process. Similar to Yalom, Jean Vanier (2004) mentioned the importance of instilling and
maintaining hope, because people actively seek signs of hope and a place of hope in their personal
life. Vanier (2013) explained that today people need hope more than anything else in order “to
rediscover the fundamental beauty of the human heart” and to make better sense of their lives
(p.61). For Vanier, people need authentic community in which to find meaning, a sense of
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belonging, and hope. In such communities, people serve each other and they become better
servants of God.
Additionally to hope, Yalom (2005) highlights the significance of altruism in the group
settings, and the importance of imparting information as a means to inspire people to make positive
changes in their lives. Yalom argues that people altruistically provide help and support each other;
when they share knowledge and information with other people, they feel better about themselves
pyschologically and develop a better sense of self within the group context.
Jean Vanier (1979) underscored the significance of vibrant communities in the social and
personal lives of its members and their energy in forging group identities. He argued that if an
individual finds a community where he or she feels they belong, they could grow socially and
spiritually through meaningful interactions with the other members. As well, Vanier advocated in
his other books (2008, 2013) the main idea that building a community where every individual feels
a sense of belonging contributes to psychological and spiritual wellbeing. In his seminal work
(1979), Vanier described the spiritual factors in a person’s life, such as respect, responsibility, and
support for each other, which enable individuals and communities to grow, and develops a sense
of belonging in the community. He defined a supporting community as one that provides a trust,
spiritual bond, and emotional connectedness for its members. Vanier found that especially strong
sense of belonging to the community important for personal and spiritual growth, and he claimed
that “if the community gives a sense of belonging, it also helps us to accept our aloneness in a
personal meeting with God” (p.17). For Vanier (1979), authentic communities have strong spiritual
components. He stated that the members of a strong community have a responsibility for each
other, a shared goal, and a vital spirit that unites them. According to Vanier in this book, this unity
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and bonding in community comes as a gift from God for His sincere children. The individuals of
a united community gather because they aim to create a space of caring and support for each other.
In this sense, Vanier (1979) acknowledged that the mutual trust between the members is
the heart of a community; people provide emotional and social support to one another and help
others while helping themselves. He perceived the community as a work in progress until its
members fully embrace each other in their differences, and are transformed, a change that takes
the individual beyond limited, self-centred concern to genuine care for others: from “community
for myself” to “myself for the community” (p.22). In a similar fashion, the core of authentic
community as conceived by Gülen is: “Live so that others may live” (Gülen, 2012, p.71). Gülen
(2008) thinks that only through serving each other for sake of God, people are better servants of
God and feel more connected to each other. In this sense, for Gülen, serving people means serving
God. This core idea of the Gülen movement was prioritized in Gülen’s teaching and became an
altruistic value internalised by the members of his movement.
In addition to Jean Vanier’s (1979) arguments on supportive and authentic community,
there are numerous research studies on various religious self-help groups. For instance, in
Christianity, Colleen Loomis (2002) reviewed the effectiveness of support groups. She observed
that research on self-help and support groups yielded important benefits for the participants, such
as sense of belonging, reducing substance abuse, and pyschological well-being (p.5). Another
study by Rogers and Stanford (2015) examined a group of church attendees with mental health
issues who participated in several psychoeducational groups as part of the Living Grace group
program within the church. They found that faith-based interventions in a support group format
was helpful for the participants because they encouraged each other with prayers, collective
reading of the Scriptures, and sharing “stories of God’s grace working in their lives in positive
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ways” (p.473). These groups “provide an opportunity for connection and support from others with
a common worldview and similar problems” (p.471). They also found that “basic helpful
interventions such as psychoeducation, coping skills, and increased interpersonal connection are
ideal for implementation in a religious community setting, and are well suited to a group format”
(p.476).
Another researcher, Neal Krause (2016), emphasized the significance of Christian support
groups for the vitality of community life and for individuals’ mental health. He argued that “people
will feel they belong in a congregation when they take part in the life of the group, contribute to
it, and feel motivated by those with whom they worship” (p.3). Furthermore, people who receive
more emotional support from fellow church members are more likely to feel that they belong in
the place where they worship. Krause (2016) claimed that people who attended church and
received social and emotional support from their fellow church members strengthened their
individual spirituality and sense of belonging to the congregation. For him, “individuals who get
more informal spiritual support from their coreligionists have greater practical wisdom than people
who get less spiritual support from significant others at church” (p.10). Clearly, faith-based selfhelp groups tend to offer therapeutic relief to participants with mental challenges.
As a leading researcher in the field of religion and psychology, Kenneth Pargament (2007)
explored the ways to integrate spirituality into different contexts in pyschotherapy in his book.
Pargament blended theory and research into practice in spiritual care and pyschotherapy by
providing a solid framework to better understand spirituality and sacredness in theraputic process.
To achieve this objective, Pargament (2007) suggested the first step to understanding the concept
of sacredness in the individual’s life is to examine it in depth. For him, it is important to develop
a clear understanding of how people perceive and experience the sacred in their personal lives. He
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suggested that especially the professionals need to develop an appreciation of spirituality and the
sacred in the lives of people.
Pargament (2007) underlined the significance of a spiritually supportive community for the
person’s spiritual wellbeing and mental health. For him, groups could be ideal places for people to
exprience, explore, and manifest their spirituality. Pargament advocated that spirituality be
explored and understood appropriately, then integrated into treatment through the therapy process.
The researcher in this study assumes that the Sohbet gatherings function as informal group therapy
platforms and observes that, as a faith-based and religious activity, the Sohbets provide spiritual
benefits to its participants. As Pargament (2007) explained, pyschology and spirituality could
operate together more efficiently through an individual and group therapy process. However, the
researcher argues that it would be significant to explore the relationship between these two
disciplines within the Sohbet concept and context.
As mentioned above, the spiritual, pyschological, and social potential of the Sohbet groups
to change and transform its participants remains unearthed, especially by mental health
researchers. Muslims attend groups at houses and mosques, similar to the Sohbets, for different
reasons, such as believing it is a religious duty, a motivation for learning new information, or
simply socialization. Indeed, in Muslim communities in the West, there are many ways to
understand the Sohbet and the reasons associated with attending them. The researcher in this study
assumed the Sohbet groups could play a significant role in the participants’ psychological,
spiritual, and social well-being. The Sohbets, as spiritually integrated social gatherings in Muslim
communities, may have various therapeutic elements if they are being properly integrated by social
scientists, especially pyschologists. Potentially, as spiritually rich, faith-based group settings, the
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Sohbets could play an essential role in creating authentic communities that contribute positively to
its members’ social and personal lives in the diaspora.
2.4. Social determinants of health
The social determinants of well-being have been a growing discipline in public health
(Wilkinson and Marrot, 2003). The term “social determinant of health” has been used to refer to
the nonmedical factors influencing health, positive and/or negative, “including health-related
knowledge, attitudes, beliefs, or behaviors” (Braveman, Egerter, Williams, 2011, p.386). The
World Health Organization defines it as the conditions in which people “are born, grow, live,
work, and age” and notes that these factors are shaped by the multilevel distribution of money,
power, and resources (World Health Organization 2008; Centers for Disease Control and
Prevention 2014). Indeed, these socioeconomic, psychosocial, and behavioral factors contribute
to an individual’s psychical and mental health, especially the people who are underpriviliged
(Tsey, Whiteside, Deemal and Gibson, 2009).
In Canada, many people suffer daily from stressful experiences, such as “coping with
conditions of low income, poor quality housing, food insecurity, inadequate working conditions,
insecure employment, and various forms of discrimination based on Aboriginal status, disability,
gender, or race. The lack of supportive relationships, social isolation, and mistrust of others
further increases stress” (Mikkonen, Raphael, 2010, p.12). Mikkonen and Raphael argued that
especially discrimination, social exclusion, and lack of community support predispose many
Canadians to poor health. In their research, they claim that in order to maintain a proper public
health, community plays a vital role. They found that people who were part of local communities
had a strong support system, which was beneficial for their physical and psychological wellbeing.
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Gurrola and Ayon (2018) explained that social determinants of health have five domains,
“economic stability, education, social and community context, health and health care, and
neighborhood and built environment” (p.210). They claimed that the social environment and
community context provided various health benefits to the people. One of their main argments
was that immigrants experienced “structural and institutional discrimination” in their daily lives
(p.210). Therefore, Gurrola and Ayon argued that the immigrants and refugees were at a
heightened risk for health problems, based on their social locations. As preventative measure,
they emphasised the necessaity of creating engaging and cooperative social structures and
“physical environments that promote good health for all” (210). They found that community
participation was especially helpful for the newcomers as they integrated into the larger society,
and reduced the risk of their marginalization and criminalization, as well.
Bukola Salami (et-al 2017) argued that “the odds of having excellent, very good, or good
self-perceived mental health were around four times higher for those who had a strong sense of
community belonging than for people with a very weak sense of community belonging” (p.366).
They found that socially cohesive and vibrant local communities provided a quality social
support and health benefits to its members. Positive community relations and support network
through such communities improved overall well-being of individuals in all aspects their lives.
They claimed that the community provided its members most importantly the emotional and
practical resources and a social stability.
Mikkonen and Raphael (2010) emphasized of health benefits of sense of belonging to a
community. They explained that, “Belonging to a social network of communication and mutual
obligation makes people feel cared for, loved, esteemed and valued. This has a powerful
protective effect on health. Supportive relationships may also encourage healthier behaviour
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patterns” (p.22). People benefitted psychologically, socially, and psychically by being an active
member of ethnic, religious, local communities (Campbell, at-el 2010, Kieger 2002). According
to Campbell (2010), community and development workers recently started to “recognise that
peripheral communities have developed strategies of survival, based on their cultural traditions
and local knowledge, to respond to the urgent needs they usually face” (p.258). Campbell (2010)
explained that the local communities provided a supportive context to the individual, which was
essential for their personal health and public health in general. She noted when the local
communities and grass roots initiatives were empowered, social networks would be consolidated.
The supporting community and healthy relations Campbell (2010) perceived the local
communities as rich social capital and argues they enhance “people’s ability to cope with stresses
depends on their access to political, economic, or psychological resources” (p.261). Campbell
explained “psychosocial dimension of local communities” and argues the formation of
community through participation is very important, as such communities’ members come
together and share their common concerns and interpret their everyday experiences (p.267).
As addition to Campbell, Pamela Attree (et-al. 2010) found “community engagement is
central to strategies to promote health and well-being and reduce health inequalities” for
especially disadvantaged populations (p.250). Community engagement has a therapeutic value,
so as people attend the local groups and community events, meet people and make new friends,
they build a social network, develop their social skills, gain self-confidence and self-esteem.
Indeed, the research suggests the community engagement has a positive impact on the
participants’ well-being; the people who are actively involved in various community activities
benefit psychosocially, psychically and mentally, for example, by reduced cigarette and alcohol
consumption (Bolam et al. 2006, Callard, Friedly 2005). However, Attree (et-al. 2010) suggested
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that, though community engagement has positive contribution on people’s well-being and
provides health benefits, failure to take part in positive community involvement might have
potential unhealthy consequences, as well.
2.5. Islamic migration
The researcher touched on migration issues in this study since half of the participants were
recent immigrants from Turkey and the other half were more experienced Turkish Muslims having
lived in Canada more than five years. All the participants were members of the Turkish
community, more specifically the Gülen movement community in the Waterloo region. After the
July 15, 2016, coup attempt in Turkey, the members of the Gülen movement started to migrate to
Western countries, such as Australia, America, Canada, England, and Germany (Watmaugh &
Ozturk, 2018). They claimed the status of political refugees in these non-Muslim countries and
gradually began to form their own Sohbet groups in the diaspora for their personal and community
livelihood. The members of the movement continued to provide various religious and educational
services wherever they migrated, while mitigating the hardships of adjusting to their new life
(Watmaugh & Ozturk, 2018, p.5). The researcher observed that Kitchener, Waterloo, and
Cambridge became a key centre in Canada for newcomer Turkish Muslims to migrate and settle
especially after July 15, 2016. This well-educated group of people were professionals, and over
the years they took important positions within the Gülen movement before they migrated to
Canada. Currently, while most of this refugee and immigrant population attend language schools,
they also organized several Sohbet groups, and continued to explore and sustain their religious
identities in their new country.
Migration itself is not an alien concept to the Islamic tradition. It has been a common
practice amongst Muslim societies from the early days of Islam. Prophet Muhammed himself was
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described by many scholars as a refugee (Timani, Jorgenson, and Hwang, 2015, p.95). This
explains the sacredness that came to be associated with the concept of emigration in Islam, often
called hicret in Turkish. The word hicret is commonly used in Turkish (hijrah in Arabic) to signify
a holy migration. Hicret is derived from the root of hacare, which literally means to leave
something or someone behind (Timani, Jorgenson, and Hwang, 2015). The Quran documented the
Prophet’s immigration experience from Makkah, where the early Muslims were persecuted, to
Medinah, where they enjoyed security and the liberty to practice their new religion (Shafiq, 2015).
In Islamic theology and tradition, immigrants were called muhacir, persons who immigrated, and
ensar, who supported the newcomers with hospitality. Indeed, Islamic theology of migration
regarded refugees and immigrants highly in the Quran and Hadith. The Scripture says: “He who
forsakes his home in the cause of Allah, finds in the earth many refugee, wide and spacious; should
he die as a refugee from home for Allah and His Messenger, his reward becomes due and sure with
Allah. And Allah is Oft-forgiving, Most Merciful” (4:10).
God promised rewards to Muslims who were forced to emigrate to pursue freedom and
protect their faith so they could practice Islam freely. The scholar Muhammed Shafiq (2015) has
even claimed that “Muslims are asked in the Quran to emigrate to save themselves from immediate
danger of from oppression. The word zulm (injustice) and its derivatives are used in the Quran
(16:41) to justify emigration from a land of persecution” (p.94). Hussam S. Timani (2015)
explained that “Immigration theology is a theology of religious pluralism since strangeness has
become a symbol of piety, a path to salvation, a mode for purification, and a mirror to see the self
in the other” (p.127).
Understanding how sacred migration is in Islamic theology helps us to appreciate the
mindset of the Turkish newcomers to Canada who were forced to leave behind their established
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lives in their home country. Fethullah Gülen (2005) very often mentioned how hicret is significant
in the history of Islam and one’s Islamic life, as well. He calls hicret a “holy migration,” or
mukaddes goc (p.47). Considering the history of the all Prophets and the messengers, Gülen (2012)
claims that the struggle between irreligious oppressors and victims will continue forever, and the
people of God will have to travel to find a peaceful place wherever they can practice their religion
freely. He (2002) explained that greatest immigrant in the history of humaniy was the Prophet
Muhammed himself. Throughout history, the followers of the prophets had been constantly
persecuted by the enemies of God. For Gülen, hicret means leaving the loved ones, the places
where you were born, behind for sake of God. The participants in this study, as followers of
Gülen’s Islamic interpretation, indicated that they had similar understanding of a sacred migration,
which they revealed more in the interviews in this research.
Elzbieta M. Gozdziak and Diane J. Shand (2002) also mentioned forced emigration,
explaining that religion and spirituality play critical roles in coping with trauma during the
settlement period for newcomers. They underline that the faith and spiritual beliefs are essential in
dealing with several social and psychological challenges in the transition time. For instance,
establishing religious institutions can be a sign of commitment for the newcomers’ intention to
integrate into their new cultures. They claim that immigrants’ positive experience of religion and
spiritually supportive community enhancee their resilience during their adaptation into new
culture.
Gozdziak (2002) claimed that even though most researchers in the mental health field
neglected the importance of religion and spirituality in their interventions of traumatic incidents,
these two disciplines provide emotional and cognitive supports to people in their difficult times,
especially during displacement and disorientation. According to Gozdziak, religion and spirituality
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help people facilitate their resettlement, strengthen their resilience, and build a community and
group identity. Based on her field work, she argues that spirituality and religion help traumatized
refugees regain strength and resiliency from their horrifying experinces (p.138). Gozdziak explains
that religious beliefs “reduce emotional pain or stress associated with fear, anger, and uncertainity”
by providing “a cognitive structure that gives a sense of control life events and create a sense of
moral order” (p.143). Additionally, she argues that, after the traumatic events, religion can become
a helpful source of healing and solace for the immigrant during the integration process.
2.6. Acculturation
John W. Berry (2005) defines acculturation as a “process of cultural and psychological
change” and emphasized the significance of this critical process in shaping the newcomers’
migratory experiences and mental health (p.11). He mainly focuses on the settlement process of
newcomers into their new cultural and social environments, particularly highlighting how the
newcomers adapt in their new societies and responds unexpected and unfamiliar challanges. The
term “acculturation” has been used to describe the cultural changes that newcomers experience as
they navigate intercultural and interfaith encounters with their hosting societies. Berry (1997,
2005, and 2012) has conducted research reflected in several publications on the acculturation
process to explore cultural, social, and psychological changes in the personal lives of the
newcomers Berry (1997) discussed how these changes shift a person’s attitudes, values, and
behaviours within groups in larger societies and affect their mental health. He explained that,
depending on the person’s or group’s resources, worldview and life experiences, the newcomers
adopt various approaches to the challenges that affect the respondents’ psychological wellbeing.
Berry (2005) defined the interaction of mainstream culture and immigrant groups as an
acculturation, and he argued that each immigrant experiences and processes acculturation
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uniquely, based on variations that include the level of education, language, profession,
employment, and social and emotional support. He further explained that one’s response and
acculturation strategies depend on people’s personalities such as being introvert or extravert (p.51).
Berry further developed four acculturation strategies based on the attitudes of newcomers within
their culture and also characteristics of the hosting culture: assimilation, separation,
marginalization, and integration (p.45). He explained that this model originates from two principal
propositions: embracing one’s own heritage and exploring the relationships with the larger society.
For Berry, the person’s conditioning him/herself into the new culture is important in their
adaptation process; he believes people need resources for balance during these sensitive times.
Simply, Berry believes that the acculturation process varies for each group and individual, and
these variations influence the acculturation strategies.
Berry describes (2007) the first strategy, assimilation, as a process where the newcomer
abandoned his/her distinct cultural identity and replaces it with the larger society’s values and
customs. At the other extreme is the person who avoids interactions with members from outside
his/her culture and closes him/herself to the culture and the customs of mainstream society; Berry
defines this as a separation strategy. In that case, acculturation can be reactive, as one rejects the
cultural influences from the dominant group. Another strategy, marginalization, occurs when the
individual neither maintains his/her culture of origin nor adopts the culture of the larger host
society. Finally, Berry (2005) argues that integration is the most preferred and desirable strategy
because a person lives his/her original culture alongside the culture of new society. He argues
(1997) that acculturation strategies are attitudes and behaviors that are demonstrated in people’s
day-to-day intercultural and inter-faith encounters and exchanges in a new culture. Berry (2006)
examines these strategies from a cross-cultural psychology perspective, arguing that one of the
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healthiest ways for the newcomer to maintain good mental health was to freely integrate into the
mainstream culture in the hosting country (p.52). According to Berry, such integration is not
simple; in fact, it is a very challenging process. He argues that individual reactions during the
process of sociocultural adaptation can be considered as coping mechanisms, through which the
person finds ways to respond to stressful situations in the new culture, according to his/her
resources. Newcomers use various strategies, from marginalization to integration, to cope with
acculturation stress and shock, depending on their resources, personalities, and cultural contexts.
For instance, according to Berry (2005), the individual and group’s “level of voluntariness” may
play a positive role in determining their acculturation style (p.702). Berry (1991) believes that,
even though the dominant cultures may influence the members of the non-dominant culture to
choose and adopt their acculturation strategies, several resources within the mainstream culture
support positive acculturation strategies, including ethnic communities (p.26). At this point, Berry
(2005) argues that better integration and “living successfully between two cultures” can result in
an open, pluralistic hosting society when individuals find a supportive ethnocultural groups in their
own ethnic communities (p.702).
Salman Akhbar (2011) highlights the importance of having a supportive community for
the newcomers during their acculturation process; he believes that such community positively
affects mental health of the imigrants (p.81). He argues that reconnecting with people who are
from the same cultural background in a homoethnic community can maintain one’s proper
adaptation process. Certain cultural elements and familiarities, such as food, music, history, and
language impact the lives of immigrants in their acculturation processes. He said, “Almost all
immigrants find their homoethnic friends invaluable to their lives in an adopted country.
Commonalities of language, shared historical reference points, similar culinary preferences, and
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known ethnic festivals bind them together tightly” (p.86). Coming together with people from the
same culture in different occasions enhance newcomers’ belonging and positive experiences in the
new culture. Akhbar claims that “pathways of conversation open up easily and frequently include
pleasant memories of the region left behind” (p.87). On the other hand, Akhbar said that “the
religious aspect of identity can become more salient for the immigrant in his new country than in
his country of origin because of religion’s frequent contribution to ethnic identity” (p.106). In a
later work he (2012) explores the relationship between the newcomer’s religious identity and their
acculturation process and as result, he claims that some newcomers “become less devout and
somewhat lax in their religious practices after immigration” (p.106). He explaines that religious
organizations and institutions play important roles in immigrants’ social lives and better adapt
them into the culture of hosting society: “These religious centres at times help their congregants
navigate the process of becoming a citizen by offering help with learning the English language
and/or studying for the U.S. citizenship test” (p.107). Moreover, these institutions “provide the
members with a moral narrative and enhance their desire for community service” (p.107). Akhbar
(2012) argues that the age of the immigrants is important in determining one’s acculturation
strategy and sociocultural adaptation process. He claimes that people in their middle-age suffer
more psychologically in their new homes, because they have limited options about what can they
do in the hosting country. He says (p.130):
The body undergoes change and slowly begins to lose its agility and strength. Physical
appearance and sexual functioning are affected, often with significant emotional consequences.
There also develops an increasing awareness during middle age of the psychic separateness of
one’s children and of the limited control (and even access) one has over their evolving
emotional and social life. One is forced by necessity to alter one’s own parental self-
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representation as children enter adolescence and disengage from the life at home in favor of life
with peers and life in the world at large.
Akhbar (2011) observed that immigrants keep talking about the social and political matters
in their gatherings, and they discuss several political issues that are related to their country of
origins in their new country. According to him:
Refugees and exiles are often preoccupied with political issues that led to the departure from
their home countries. On formal or informal bases, they gather in groups and discuss the
situations “back home,” often planning strategies for returning there and improving the
sociopolitical scene. In contrast, immigrants—unless they come from politically unstable
nations—are far less politically conscious. This is especially true in the early period of their
arrival in a new country (p.124).
In summation, research shows that, although Muslims in North America tend to avoid
formal pyschotherapy for their mental health concerns, they participate regularly in several
religious activities such as collective Friday congregations and religious celebrations. This
demonstrates the central role of “community” and the place of religion and spirituality in the daily
lives of Muslims. The Sohbets refer to the informal places where Muslims strengthen their
relationship with God and other Muslims, integrate Islam into their lives, foster personal and
spiritual growth, and cultivate a general sense of belonging. Despite their popularity, neither
Muslim nor non-Muslim scholars in the Muslim mental health field extended their research to
Sohbet groups. As a result, this significant phenomenon has largely remained unstudied not only
within the disciplines of spiritual care and psychotherapy, but also within social studies in general.
Furthermore, as it has been demonstrated in the review, there is a gap in the literature on the Sohbet
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groups of the Turkish Gülen movement in particular, and on the participants’ lived experiences,
especially from a spiritual care and psychotherapy perspective.
Even though there is relatively little academic study on the Sohbets in the Gülen movement,
the existing works highlight the importance of it within the movement. Yavuz (2013), Cingillioglu
(2017), Vicini (2014), and Jassal (2013) agree that the Sohbets have become alternative spaces for
the participants to learn and practice the Gülen interpretation of the religion, to recruit new
members to the movement, and organise new projects while socialising and praying together with
the other members. The researcher in this study discovered an opportunity to research Sohbets that
are not researched outside of Turkey, where the Gülen movement was originated, and about their
spiritual, psychological, social, and physical effects on their participants.
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Chapter 3 - The Research Methods and Design
This chapter provides an overview of the research methodology, and the procedures and
methods of data collection and analysis. This study investigated the following research question:
“What are the Sohbet experiences of Turkish Canadian Muslim men in Ontario?” The researcher
was interested in how Turkish Canadian Muslims in Gülen movement experience their weekly
religious gatherings. After reviewing various qualitative research methods, the Interpretative
Phenomenological Analysis (IPA) approach was chosen as the most suitable theoretical framework
for this study (Smith & Osborn, 2007). The researcher designed the interview questions and
questionnaire about how the participants understand and perceive their own unique personal
experiences of the Sohbet in its own cultural, social, and religious context. The data was collected
through semi-structured interviews, a questionnaire, and a focus group.
IPA represents a well-established approach in qualitative research and has been used in
many academic studies to examine topics in the realm of lived experience of the participants in a
particular phenomenon (Smith & Osborn, 2007, p.28). Furthermore, it has become an
increasingly popular qualitative method especially in health and counselling (Clarke, 2010, p.4).
Creswell (2009) notes that “interpretative qualitative research is a form of interpretative inquiry
in which researchers make an interpretation of what they see, hear, and understand” (p.176).
Exploring 14 individuals’ lived experiences in the Sohbet, and the meanings attached to their
experiences about it, were the main focus of this research. The researcher examined the central
phenomenon, the Sohbet, in detail by focusing on the participants’ immediate experiences and
perceptions about it. Similar to the explanation of M. Harry Daniel (2010) that IPA “describes
rather than explains” the phenomena, the researcher sought to unearth the concept of the Sohbet
in the Gülen movement in Canada, based on the participants’ personal accounts (p.135). Again,
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the researcher’s interest was in to explore the meaning of the Sohbet for its participants. As
Daniel (2010) clarified that IPA “describes the meaning of the lived experiences surrounding
those who are intimately involved with a phenomenon” (p.136), the researcher’s purpose in this
study was to shed light on the essence of the Sohbet especially in the Canadian context;
therefore, he chose IPA as the most appropriate research design for his present study (p.137).
Additionally, Scott W. Vanderstoep and D. N. Johnston (2009) explained more that IPA
focuses on how the participants “construct their meanings of the experience, and how these
individual meanings shape group or cultural meanings” (p.206). The researcher became
interested in the interpretation of the participants’ own Sohbet experiences and what this
experience meant to their personal and social lives. The researcher wanted to understand more
fully the experience of the Sohbet, what did this experience feel like for the participants, and
what thoughts and memories were associated with this experience.
Through this approach, the researcher engaged the participants and explored in depth
their personal accounts of the Sohbet experiences as a “central phenomenon” (Terrel, 2016,
p.150). He examined the meanings that the participants ascribed to their personal Sohbet
experience in addition to what being part of the Gülen movement meant for them today in
Canada. Therefore, the researcher had an assumption that through this interpretative
phenomenological study the participants would be able to reflect and retell their experiences in
the Sohbet during the interviews and focus group discussions (Terrel, 2016, p.146). Indeed, as
result of this method, 14 participants provided very rich data about their Sohbet experiences. As
mentioned, the researcher was interested in the interpretation and perception of the experience,
and he investigated how the participants related to their experiences in the Sohbet environment
(Biggerstaff, 2010, pp.173-183).
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The researcher himself was an insider involved with the Gülen movement for over 25
years, and a former attendee of various Sohbet groups in Turkey and Canada. Hayfield and
Huxley (2015) defined the insider in qualitative research as someone who “personally belongs to
the group to which their participants also belong (based on characteristics such as ethnicity,
sexual identity and gender)” (p.90). Needless to say, the researcher’s experience, ethnicity and
religious orientation qualified him as an insider. In general, it is believed that the researcher’s
position in the study “has a direct impact on the knowledge” and therefore even on the results
(p.91). Hayfield and Huxley (2015) argued that an insider position of the researcher could have
various advantages, as well as possible disadvantages. They argued for “developing research
questions, designing interview schedules, accessing and recruiting participants, and during data
collection, analysis, and dissemination” (p.91). Indeed, the researcher of this study had these
advantages, especially with regard to accessing and recruiting participants. The members of the
Gülen movement might not cooperate with someone outside of the circle, for confidentiality and
safety reasons influenced by current political conditions in Turkey. In this research, the
researcher observed that the participants and he cooperated well, and he established a
professional rapport with them, gained their trust during a very sensitive time, especially after the
July 15, 2016, military coup attempt in Turkey.
Hayfield and Huxley (2015) argued that there were also potential disadvantages of being
an insider researcher. For example, if the participants engaged as a friend with the researcher and
their possible high expectations about the research. On the other hand, Dwyer and Buckle (2009)
argued that being an insider does not position the researcher as “a better or worse researcher”
(p.56). They claimed that “detailed reflection on the subjective research process, with a close
awareness of one’s own personal biases and perspectives, might well reduce the potential
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concerns associated with insider membership” (p.56). For them, what was most important was
the researcher’s “open, authentic, honest” personal qualities and his/her deep engagement with
the subject (p.57).
Being aware of his insider perspective, the researcher was very careful about the process
of conducting this present study. After carefully setting out research procedures and protocols
with the participants, his interactions with the participants were done in a professional and
academic manner. However, his insider position and speaking the same language enabled him to
access and get closer to the participants’ personal worlds and experiences. Vanderstoep and
Johnston (2009) highlighted that “the goal and role of the researcher is to get into the experience
of the participants and see it as they see it. In this sense, the researcher and the research
participants are co-researchers. It is useful to think of the researcher as a sort of medium or
facilitator in this process” (p.207). As Smith and Osborn (2007) noted, the researcher’s “insider
identity” would allow him to establish a common ground and a level of comfort with the
participants, thus rendering the research process more dynamic and insightful (p.27).
In doing this study, the researcher attempted first to develop a rapport with the
participants in order to develop a sound understanding and interpretation of their thoughts and
feelings during the interviews. As Smith and Osborn (2007) claimed, the participants reflected,
shared, and tried to make sense of their world and the movement through their Sohbet
experiences (p.55). M. Harry Daniel (2010) suggested that “the researcher is encouraged to
validate the significance of the participant’s experiences by actively listening, attempting to
understand from the participant’s perspective, and illustrating this understanding regarding any
given concept that a participant describes” (p.137). The participants seemed to feel that the
Sohbet was important in their personal and social lives, and, generally, they were excited to share
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their experiences with the researcher. The researcher believed that he developed a good
understanding of how they made sense of their world and also the significance of the Sohbet
experience in their world in Canada.
The researcher used multiple data collection techniques, including questionnaires, indepth interviews, focus groups, and field notes. The primary methods were semi-structured
individual interviews, self-directed questionnaires, and the focus group, which was used towards
the end of the research. Each participant first completed a questionnaire, before which the
researcher conducted a one-hour, semi-structured interview. Smith and Osborn (2007) described
semi-structured interviews as the exemplary method for IPA because the researcher and
participant can engage in a dynamic dialogue, whereby initial questions can be modified “in the
light of the participants’ response” (p.56). Along the same lines, Alexander and Clare (2004)
described the interview process in IPA as “collaborative, emphasising that the participants were
the primary experts” (p.82). Indeed, the participants were very engaged with the interview
questions; also, based on their interests and experiences, the researcher occasionally asked them
probing questions to elaborate on what they shared about their Sohbet experiences.
The following five interview questions were designed to prompt participants to talk about
their experiences in the Sohbet:
1- Tell me about your experience participating in the Sohbet group.
2- What does attending this Sohbet group mean to you?
3- How does being a part of Sohbet impact your life?
4- How do you find your Sohbet group a) socially, b) physically, c) spiritually, and d)
psychologically helpful?
5- Is there anything else you would like to say about your experience in Sohbet?
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3.1. Participants and Sampling
M. Harry Daniel (2010) noted that “participants, who often are called co-researchers, are
selected because they have experienced the phenomenon being studied and are willing to share
their thoughts and feelings about it” (p.137). Collecting rich data about the participants’ lived
experiences has been crucial for the IPA studies. The researcher used a purposive sampling
strategy to recruit 14 Turkish Muslim males, all of them 19 years or older, who regularly attended
a weekly Sohbet group in the Waterloo Region. Purposive sampling in IPA is a method in which
the participants are selected because of their characteristics that enable the researcher to collect
detailed data on the studied phenomena. As Terrel (2016) emphasizes: “Qualitative sampling is
generally purposive; we know the group we want to work with, and we will simply select members
of that group to interview” (p.161). As such, the participants were purposively selected on the
grounds that they would “best help the researcher understand the problem and research question”
(Creswell, 2009, p.178). Indeed, the purposive sampling allowed the researcher to identify a small
and clearly defined group of people who shared a similar cultural background, faith, and ideology,
and who were willing to talk about their experiences of Sohbet (Terrel, 2016). The result was an
informative set of data that captured different perspectives on the experience of Sohbet within a
particular faith-based movement, the Gülen movement.
At the onset of the study, the researcher carefully developed his sampling strategy by
utilising some of Kemper et al.’s (2003) principles: a) to explore the Sohbet experience of fourteen
Turkish Muslims, seven of them newcomers and the other seven more established Turkish
Canadians who have resided in Canada for longer than five years; and b) to select only those
individuals who have Sohbet experience and are members of the Gülen movement. As
Pietkiewicz & Smith (2012) argue, there is no certain sample size in IPA. The numbers of
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participants can vary depending on the nature of the study, though usually between 8 and 10
participants would be appropriate and recommended (p.365). Harper and Andrew R. Thompson
(2012) explained that “thinking about depth or range may be more helpful than thinking about
numbers” (p.104). In this study, the researcher selected fourteen participants, seven of whom
identified as newcomers and the other seven more established Turkish Canadian men to collect
enough data to observe and examine the similarities and differences between the participants.
The researcher prepared recruitment flyers and posted them on the boards at Turkish
community centres and two mosques in Kitchener and Waterloo. He also provided some copies to
the Sohbet group leaders in the Waterloo Region to share them with the participants in their Sohbet
groups. Individuals interested in participating in the study contacted the researcher by phone or
email. Even though they vary in age, profession, and life experiences, the participants are still
considered homogeneous because they share the same culture, faith, and ideology. What qualified
an individual to participate in this research was simply attending a Sohbet group in Canada and
being a member of the Gülen movement. As the researcher noted earlier, participants remained
anonymous. Their participation in the study was voluntary, and they did not receive remuneration.
These participants of this study were all the members of the Gülen movement, resided in
the Waterloo region (comprised of Cambridge, Kitchener, and Waterloo, and four townships), and
they were willing to share their experiences, feelings, and thoughts for this study. Seven
participants were newcomers who came to the country after the military coup attempt in Turkey
on July 15, 2016. The researcher identified them as “newcomers” in this study and changed their
names, which start with the letter N. The other seven participants of the research who lived there
more than five years are identified because their names start with the letter S in this study.
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3.2. Interviews
After the participants were selected, the researcher and participants established a mutually
agreeable time to conduct the interviews, some of which took place at the Turkish cultural centre
in Kitchener and also the researcher’s house in Waterloo. The participants were reminded that the
interviews would be audio recorded before the interviews. The researcher also took field notes
during the interviews and asked some probing questions when needed.
For the semi-structured interviews, the researcher used open-ended questions to deeply
explore the experience, beliefs, perceptions, and motivations of the participants in relation to
Sohbet. While the questionnaire provided valuable supplementary data, interviews allowed him to
gain a deeper understanding and profound insights into Sohbet. The semi-structured interviews
consisted of five open-ended key questions designed to allow the participants to self-explore and
reflect on their experiences. During the interviews, the researcher as mentioned found it necessary
to sometimes probe the participants’ responses to reveal more information in relation to the
identified themes. The responses to these probing questions indeed enriched the data of this
qualitative research. The researcher’s intention was to primarily invite them to reflect and share
their Sohbet experiences by focusing on what was important to them, and what this experience
meant to them. At this point, the researcher believed his psychotherapy background with basic
counselling skills, such listening, summarising, and empathy enabled him to collect richer data
during the interviews.
The researcher developed a separate interview schedule with each participant who agreed
to take part in this research. The interviews were conducted on a one-on-one basis. Most of the
interviews were held in a private room at a Turkish community centre, although two took place at
the researcher’s home, and two at the participants’ houses, because of concerns about
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confidentiality. The interviews were conducted and recorded in a distraction-free environment.
The researcher did not find that different venues resulted in different types of interview results.
The participants were well-educated, eleven had a university degree and they were adults
who provided rich input into the subject matter. Prior to the interview, an information session held
by the researcher informed the participants individually about the details of the research, and
openly reviewed the ethics consent form with them. The researcher guaranteed—both in writing
on the consent form, and orally—the anonymity and confidentiality of each participant, and they
agreed to sign the consent forms and fill out the questionnaire. This information session provided
a clear idea of what the researcher expected from the participants, which made them comfortable
with the research in general. Establishing rapport with the interviewees was important in order to
generate rich and authentic data. As mentioned, as a registered therapist-in-training, the researcher
utilized a repertoire of skills, such as attentive listening, to ensure that as much information as
possible was gathered.
The interviews were conducted in Turkish, and later transcribed verbatim. Upon the
completion of the transcription process, the data was verified by reading through the Turkish
transcripts while listening to the audio-taped recordings. Once verified, Turkish transcriptions
were translated into English. During each interview, the researcher also took field notes, which
proved useful for the data analysis process, especially in terms of providing a better understanding
about the participants’ experiences. Field notes and the transcriptions of interviews functioned as
the raw data in this study.
3.3. Focus groups
A focus group can be defined as an informal discussion among a group of selected
participants about a particular topic (Wilkinson, 2004). The focus group method enables a
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researcher to examine the stories, points of view, beliefs, needs and concerns of the participants
in a communal context that allows for different types of data to emerge (Kitzinger 2005, p.57).
Focus groups can provide rich and detailed information about feelings, thoughts, understandings,
perceptions and impressions of people in their own words, thus allowing a researcher to explore
the participants’ diverse perspectives.
One focus group was held for this research. It lasted for one hour and took place at the
Turkish cultural centre in Kitchener on July 14, 2017, almost a year to the day of the attempted
coup in Turkey. Only eight of the fourteen participants were able to attend the focus group. Some
participants in this study either did not want to attend the focus group or they had a scheduling
conflict. The researcher and available participants finally agreed to have the focus group on July
14, 2017. This small group of Turkish Canadian Muslim men engaged in a productive
discussion, which in turn generated a rich understanding of the participants' experiences and
beliefs.
The researcher opened the focus group by introducing the main findings to the
participants. The focus group generated an in-depth discussion about the underlying themes that
emerged during the one-on-one interviews, focusing on the relationship between the Sohbet and
the Gülen movement, the effects of Sohbet on the personal lives of participants, and their reasons
for attending the Sohbets. These themes allowed the participants to discuss and reflect on the
issues in greater detail. They briefly introduced themselves first, there were some participants
who did know each other. The researcher encouraged interaction among the members and
moderated the conversation. They interacted with each other and the researcher respectfully. The
participants appreciated the findings of the study and in general agreed upon them. Before the
focus group the participants did not know who participated in this study. Overall, they were open
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to each other in focus group. During the conversation, they seemed comfortable with each other,
and they challenged each other occasionally. In particular, one participant seemed uncomfortable
at the beginning of the discussion; this particular participant was new in the region and he knew
only one participant in the group.
The researcher assured the participants again about the confidentiality of the information
discussed in the group. However, confidentiality cannot be guaranteed in a group since you
cannot control what an individual member might share once they leave. This particular
participant approached the researcher after the meeting and expressed his concern about
confidentiality, and he shared his concern about a person who was in the focus group. Given the
political conditions in Turkey, the researcher was highly aware of the sensitivity of the situation.
This particular participant told the researcher in private that he did not want to be seen in such a
group because he did not want to be known publicly as a member of the Gülen movement. In the
group discussion, he did not feel comfortable because he did not know the other people and their
political opinions. However, he attended the research and the focus group to support this study.
Indeed, some participants tended to talk about the latest political developments in Turkey;
however, the researcher shifted the focus to the research subject a few times. Also, another four
participants in this study preferred not to join the focus group because of the privacy and
confidentiality concern, while another two participants had scheduling and time challenges.
Forming and moderating a focus group was a challenging task for the researcher. It
required strong time management and a complex set of skills, such as presenting ideas clearly,
managing potential conflicts, giving everyone equal opportunity to speak, and taking notes at the
same time. The researcher was the single moderator in the group discussion. His main objective
was to maintain an environment in which the participants could express their thoughts and
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emotions authentically, actively, and respectfully. His previous group-facilitating experiences in
the John Howard Society and Canadian Correctional Services helped him maintain the group
process. He was careful to prevent group discussion from being dominated by a single
participant, ensuring all the participants had equal time to talk about their experiences. At the
end, there was a considerably high involvement in the group and the method provided valuable
insight into the similarities and differences of understandings.
3.4. Data Analysis
There are several approaches to analyse and identify the themes in qualitative research. As
Terrel (2016) stated, there is no standard way to conduct the analysis. Lune and Berg (2017)
explained further: “There are a number of procedures used by qualitative researchers to analyze
their data” (p.183). Moreover, they claimed, analysis requires “a careful, detailed, systematic
examination and interpretation of a particular body of material in an effort to identify patterns,
themes, assumptions, and meanings (p.183). Vanderstoep and Johnston (2009) explained: “The
phenomenological researcher begins with narrative data, reduces the stories and descriptions to
their essential themes, and engages in a systematic analysis of the words and concepts used to
describe the phenomenon” (p.207). In IPA, “the researcher aims to create a better understanding
of a specific phenomenon by highlighting the interpretations of those who actually experience it”
(p.208). Clive Seale (2004) agreed: “A research problem can be investigated using a wide range
of research methods and techniques” (p.416). Terrel (2016) also claims that, because of the
complexity of the subject matter, “it is imperative that we put a lot of detail in our plans for data
collection and analysis to help ensure the accuracy of our results” (p.157). Tolley et al (2016)
argued that “qualitative analysis emphasizes how data fit together as a whole, bringing together
context and meaning” (p.175). The researcher, after reading and familiarising himself with the
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content, looked for patterns in the text to identify relationships among various themes. As Tolley
et al (2016) state, “having all the pieces of the text that relate to a common theme together in one
place also enables you to discover and explore new subthemes” (p.179).
The data was analysed by examining underlying themes using the IPA method. As
mentioned, IPA enabled the researcher to develop a better understanding of the experience and
perception of an individual in the Sohbet, and how this experience made sense in his personal and
social world (Smith & Osborn, 2007). The researcher developed a sound understanding of how the
participants subjectively experienced the Sohbet by analysing the data for the main themes that
relate directly to the overarching question.
The researcher constructed the interview questions based on the research questions of the
study. The questions aimed to capture various aspects of the participants’ Sohbet experiences and
uncover the meanings that participants attached to their experiences. The interviews provided rich
data about the participants’ perceptions of their Sohbet experience and how this experience helped
them make sense of their personal and social lives in Canada. The researcher read the scripts and
questionnaire several times to familiarise himself with the content; he analysed the data using the
qualitative thematic analysis method (Smith & Osborn, 2007, p.56). Braun and Clarke (2006)
explained that thematic analysis has been an established qualitative analytic method, especially in
psychological studies, widely used “for identifying, analysing and reporting patterns (themes)
within data” (p.79). The researcher focused on capturing the underlying themes that were related
to the research question in this study, and then he defined and named them in the findings and
analysis chapter. Through each reading, new insights emerged. Some participants were more
candid and open about their experiences for a variety of reasons, such as, for instance, their
personal characteristics and their experience in their current Sohbet.
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When the researcher analysed the transcripts through the interpretative process, he
identified various similarities and differences. Through highlighting these repeated similarities and
differences, the researcher developed a preliminary list of emerging themes out of the data. The
researcher further grouped and listed the themes under certain titles with subgroups. As Terrel
(2016) explained, “the data analysis continued with reviewing the transcripts for common themes,
attempting to understand the meaning of key phrases, both personally and by working with the
interviewees” (p.167). In order to demonstrate and support the related themes, original verbatim
transcripts of the participants were utilised.
Categorising the themes proved to be a challenging task because of the large number of
themes and concepts in the script. Based on the participants’ responses, the researcher identified
two major themes with eight sub-grouped themes. The thematic analysis of these was presented in
the Findings and Analysis section, and they are also discussed in relation to the existing literature
in the Discussion section of this dissertation. The researcher found that some themes were
theoretically connected to group therapy. When the findings were situated within group therapy
theories, the findings were observed to be in line with Irvin Yalom’s conceptualisation of the
therapeutic factors in group therapy.
The IPA analysis also enabled the researcher to engage with the interview transcript and
ask critical questions related to the research question indicated above. Since the IPA was
intellectually connected to hermeneutics and theories of interpretation, the researcher made
multiple readings of the script to fully understand the participants’ world and experiences
(Packer and Addison, 1989; Palmer, 1969).
The researcher observed that a few participants struggled to express their thoughts and
feelings because of the turbulent political situation in Turkey and their legal concerns in Canada.
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In fact, the political turmoil in Turkey was one of the primary obstacles during the sampling
process; some potential participants who initially agreed to take part in the research withdrew
later. Although the research began with a consent letter guaranteeing that names and personal
information would not be revealed to anyone or known by anyone, two potential participants
decided to withdraw as subjects because they still felt unsafe. Instead, the researcher used
another two participants who had already agreed to take part in the research and were on the
waiting list for this research. Considering the time during which this research was conducted –
after the July 15, 2016, military coup in Turkey—it was clear the members of the Gülen
movement still felt insecure, and some were cautious about giving their names, which would not
have been known anyway, even in Turkey. This explains why the researcher used pseudonyms
throughout my study to replace the real names; the researcher did not release any personal
information that would identify any of the participants.

3.5. Ethical Considerations
First, the researcher carefully explained the nature of the study, the time commitment, and
the issues of confidentiality to the participants. They read and signed the university’s informed
consent prior to taking part in the study. They were informed that their participation in this study
was voluntary and that they were free to withdraw their participation at any time.
While conducting this study, the researcher was primarily responsible for safeguarding the
participants and his own interests. He avoided causing physical, social or psychological stress to
the participants by carefully interpreting their mental and emotional states from what they said.
The researcher conducted the interviews in a manner consistent with the relevant research ethical
principles and professional standards of Wilfrid Laurier University’s Research Ethics Board. He
underwent formal research ethics training at the Advanced Research Course and completed and
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obtained online TCPS tutorial certification. The researcher cultivated a collaborative relationship
with the participants, carefully avoiding any misconduct, such as the fabrication of data and
plagiarism. The researcher was careful and mindful of basic research ethical issues, such as data
protection, protecting the participants’ and the other group members’ interests.

Confidentiality was extended across all stages. Since some of the participants live in the
same Turkish Muslim community, it was imperative to protect everyone’s privacy. Only the
researcher and his advisor have access to the interview notes, recordings, and transcriptions. The
recordings and transcriptions are stored on a thumb drive in a locked cabinet at the researcher’s
place of residence; they are inaccessible to others. The researcher removed all identifying
information from the transcripts and each participant was assigned a pseudonym that was used for
the data analysis and in the final manuscript. As mentioned above, the pseudonyms of the Turkish
Canadian participants start with the letter S, while those of the newcomers start with the letter N.
Those are used throughout the manuscript when attributing quotations.

After the interviews, the researcher provided each participant with the quotes he intended
to use in the manuscript, to obtain their consent. All the identifying information, however, is
removed. The audio recordings will be destroyed once the dissertation is complete.
3.6. Risks and benefits
As mentioned, although the participants may already know each other and are members of
the same ethno-religious communities in Canada, this research posed minimal risk or harm to
them, because confidentiality was one of the most essential elements in this research. The
participants were advised of their rights to privacy and confidentiality, and that they had the
freedom to freely and confidently reflect on their experiences of the Sohbet. If the participants who
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live in Waterloo experienced emotional or psychological distress, they could withdraw from the
study at any time and they would be referred to the Delton Glebe Counselling Centre for
professional help.
Given the current political situation in Turkey, the researcher had to keep all ethical
considerations in mind, even more than what would be required in a university study like this.
Individuals are vulnerable emotionally, and some could be vulnerable physically and legally if
what they said were reported back to Turkish authorities.
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Chapter 4- Analysis and Findings
This chapter presents the findings and analysis of the study of 14 Turkish Canadian
Muslim male participants who shared their Sohbet experiences through questionnaires,
interviews, and a focus group in this research. All the participants are members of the Gülen
movement and currently regularly attend various Sohbet groups in the Waterloo Region. The
collected data fit into two main themes and eight sub-themes.
Based on the thematic analysis, the researcher identified the main underlying themes as
follows. First, Sohbet and the Gülen movement, with the sub-themes, Integral Relationship
between Sohbet and the Gülen Movement; Recruiting Ground; and Sohbet Friendship and
Leadership, and İhlas. Second, Sohbet’s Environment, with the sub-themes Learning and
Growing in a Sacred Space; Creating a Community: Refuge for Refugee; Sense of Belonging;
and Physical Wellbeing. Below are the excerpts from the responses of the participants about the
effects of Sohbet experiences on their spiritual, social, psychological, and physical lives.
4. 1. Sohbet and the Gülen Movement
The participants in this study revealed that there was a strong relationship between Sohbet
and the Gülen movement. Even though the researcher did not pose a direct question about this
relationship in the interviews, the responses to the interview questions strongly indicated that
Sohbet and the Gülen movement were perceived by the participants as interrelated key terms that
almost meant the same and necessitated each other. During the interviews and focus group, the
participants called the Gülen movement generally Hizmet, which means “service” in Turkish.
4.1.1. Integral Relationship between Sohbet and the Gülen Movement
The researcher noted that most of the participants used the terms Sohbet and Hizmet
interchangeably from time to time. The history of the Sohbet tradition in the Gülen movement is
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very much entwined with the history of the movement itself. Fethullah Gülen was a preacher
who started his movement with the people who gathered in his Sohbet meetings, and later created
a transnational religious movement alongside people who attended his first Sohbet groups in
Izmir, Turkey, where he worked as an imam. All of the participants in this study remembered
that attending the Sohbets had introduced them to the movement, Hizmet. At this point, Sohbet
and Hizmet became the same thing for them. During discussions in the focus group, they
elaborated on how they perceived these two terms, Sohbet and Hizmet, and how they are
intertwined today. The researcher found that the significance of the Sohbet in the Gülen
movement was theologically, socially, and psychologically essential for the members. They
believed that they could learn and practise Islam, and the principles and values of Hizmet in the
Sohbets. According to one of the newcomers, Naci, the Gülen movement came out of the Sohbet,
and over the last 40 years it solidified itself through the Sohbets.
The participants often explicitly or implicitly defined the Sohbet and the Gülen movement
using their own terms during the interviews and focus group discussion. Sadik argued that the
movement raised its educated people mostly within its informal Sohbet culture, rather than
through its hundreds of formal educational institutions, highschools and universities around the
world. He said: “Today, if Hizmet became an international movement, it is because of its
ongoing Sohbets everywhere in the world. A Sohbet is the soul of Hizmet.” Sami expressed the
close relationship between Sohbet and the movement with a question: “Sohbet and Hizmet are the
same things for me. How can one separate these two from each other?” For Sami, Hizmet was a
way of life, and Sohbet is a primary space to experience it.
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The relationship between Sohbet and Hizmet was more noticeable during the focus group
discussions. There, Sefer defined Sohbet as a special place that every member must attend to
prove his loyalty to the movement. In his opinion:
In Sohbet, we not only learn but we transform ourselves into devoted servants not only to
Islam, but to entire humanity. We experience Hizmet and live a meaningful life through
sincere interactions with our brothers in the Sohbets.
According to Saffet, through sincere and friendly interactions “people nurtured each other’s
souls and hearts” in the Sohbet as “they develop a strong brotherhood within Hizmet.” He
believed that “such a genuine brotherhood is a core value of Hizmet and the secret sauce of its
success.” Similarly, Selman, asserted that he learned in the Sohbet not to pay much attention to
the worldly things, but to place more emphasis on praying to God and serving humanity. Nasuhi
added: “By attending the Sohbets regularly, especially in these difficult times, I am giving a clear
message to my friends in Hizmet that I am with them.” He continued: “Every week, I sign my
loyalty paper for Hizmet by attending the Sohbets; Sohbet is my spiritual home, where I feel
myself closer to God.” It seemed that some participants, like Nasuhi, believed they renewed their
ties and connections with God, and with the movement, by attending the Sohbets regularly.
Nazim said: “If I don’t attend my weekly Sohbet, I see negative impact on my Hizmet life.”
Nazim explained that his biggest duty now in the movement was to attend the Sohbets regularly
and be a hope for his friends in their difficult times.
The researcher observed that, where Hizmet was typically experienced by the participants,
the Sohbet has been essential, and even a lifestyle practice, for Turkish Canadian Muslim men in
the Waterloo region, especially for the newcomers. For instance, Necip acknowledged:
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Even though they may seem like two different things, for me Hizmet and Sohbet are
inseparable. Hizmet means simply being a good person, having strong connection with Allah,
and serving humanity. Living for such a high purpose has been my lifestyle. I get my insights
for such a life from my weekly Sohbets.
Nasuhi provided insight into the relationship between Sohbet and Hizmet. According to
him, Sohbet and the movement’s mutual goal was to gain God’s appreciation, which is the
meaning and purpose of life for him. He felt spiritually connected and content within the
teachings of Fethulah Gülen because he attended Sohbets regularly. For him reading and
studying Gülen in the Sohbet is the real Hizmet today. Being involved in several Sohbet groups
in Turkey, and now in Canada, over the years, he explained that he made many friends who
served God and humanity for sake of God.
The participants perceived the Sohbet as a Hizmet space for preserving their religiousity,
and a protective shield to hold themselves within the Gülen movement in Canada. Sefer said:
“My Sohbet does not make me only a spiritually awakened Muslim person, but also holds me
within Hizmet. This is a true blessing for me.” In addition, Serhat described Sohbet as “a
guarantor of Hizmet’s future in Canada.” He conceded:
In order to protect my Hizmet identity and our own traditional values today, these Sohbets are
essential. Also, for the future of Hizmet in this Canada, I think the Sohbet is a necessity
because the Sohbets will helps us better integrate to the Canadian culture. We are discussing
Hizmet’s values regularly in our Sohbets and talking about what can we give to Canadian
society as a community. Indeed, sharing our experiences and personal memories about
Hizmet in our Sohbets with friends are more important for us especially in Canada.
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Serhat continued: “Hizmet has rich spiritual aspects and resources, and we experience that
in our Sohbets. I can say that I am living the spiritual values of Hizmet in my Sohbet groups.”
The participants in this study demonstrated that the Sohbet was now almost the only venue where
the members of the Gülen movement in Canada could experience the values of the movement
and reinforce their sense of belonging to it. Necati said: “Based on my 25 years’ experience, I
can say that Sohbet and Hizmet are twins, and they would not exist without each other at all.”
Necati currently attended two different Sohbet groups every week in Kitchener, believing that
this was how he stayed as an observing Muslim and how he maintained his relationship with the
movement. He celebrated this fact as follows:
I cannot imagine a life for myself and for my family, a life without Hizmet and Sohbet.
Especially in my new country, Sohbet now gained more priority in our life in Canada, for
myself, for my children. Now attending to our weekly Sohbets is absolutely a religious duty
for us as family.
The participants in the focus group discussion agreed that the Sohbet was at the heart of the
movement and the lives of the Turkish Canadian Muslim men in Canada. In the focus group,
Sami and Sefer also strongly emphasized that they perceived attending the Sohbet as a religious
duty, even though it was not a mandatory practice in Islam. Sami said he feels guilty and almost
like he had committed a sin when he did not attend the Sohbets. He said: “As a Muslim, I pray
five times in a day, and I go to Sohbet three times in a week, at least.”
The researcher identified that the majority of the participants perceived the Sohbet
religiously as a prophetic way to learn the religion of Islam and disseminate its divine message to
other people. They claimed that Prophet Muhammed invited his relatives and friends to Sohbets
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to introduce them the new religion of Islam. Sami explained: “The first believers of Islam met
secretly in Makkah, in the private houses; our Prophet gathered them in Sohbets and taught them
the divine message.” Sami noted how Fethullah Gülen took Muhammed as his role model and
did the same thing in Turkey since the 1960s. He added: “Now this is again the same in Turkey.
Our brother cannot organize Sohbets freely, and they come together secretly. But thanks to
Canada, we can meet anytime, anywhere here in our new country.” Namik observed:
Fethullah Gülen is a true follower of our Messenger. Muhammed raised the first Muslims
with his everyday role modeling and constant Sohbet lessons on various Islamic issues. We
can do the same things in Canada.
Necati, too, defined the movement as “people who serve other people,” based on the way
of the Prophet. He believed that if the Prophet Muhammed lived today, he would learn the
language of the new country to which he emigrated, and he would reach out for people to
represent his message. For the future, Necati wished that “we better do Sohbets in English, so our
Canadian friends can join us, too, and learn more about us and Hizmet. We go to the Sohbets
without any fear here in Canada, and we are very grateful for this.” In the focus group, two
participants mentioned that the movement was embodied of Muhammed’s words and action,
Hadith, and a modern interpretation of Quranic teachings. Perceiving Islam as a universal
message and the Sohbet as a venue through which Islamic teachings can be disseminated clearly
explains the importance that participants attach to the regular attendance of Sohbet.
The importance of attending the movement’s Sohbet groups varied among participants, as
did their motives. Spending time with their friends from the movement and scheduling time
around the Sohbet meetings was a priority for some participants. Nuri said: “I rest my soul in the

WHAT ARE THE SOHBET EXPERIENCES OF TURKISH CANADIAN MEN IN ONTARIO

91

Sohbet while I am together with my friends from Hizmet. So, this is a priority for me and I
organise my weekly program based on this need.” Nedim said, “In Sohbets, I experience the
power of Hizmet. My Sohbet friends are educated and well-intentioned people; where else can I
find such people?” Nazim also emphasized that, through the years, he learned about the
movement better through interactions with his Sohbet friends; since his arrival to Canada in
2016, he never missed the Sohbet gatherings.
The researcher noticed that even though members of the Gülen movement experienced the
Sohbets differently from each other, in general, they all perceived the Sohbet and Hizmet, the
movement, as two very interrelated terms. They revealed that the real Hizmet now is happening
in the Sohbets. Hizmet means for them now to gather together in the Sohbets, eat and drink with
each other, interact in a brotherly manner, and preserve their unity and community identity in
Canada. The researcher observed that the Sohbet groups represented a major platform for the
members to practice their own interpretations of Islam and a safe space to preserve their
identities in Canada.
4.1.2. Recruiting Ground
From their Sohbet and Hizmet experiences in Turkey, the participants in this study
explained that the Sohbet used to be one of the most commonly utilised methods by the Gülen
movement to reach out to larger communities; to convey the message and gain new members.
People first were invited to the Sohbet and introduced to the principles of the movement by a
friend or relatives; then, based on their experience of the initial exposure, they may continue to
attend the meetings and may even become supporters and members of the movement. Those who
attended the Sohbets were introduced to basic Islamic teachings first, then gradually to Gülen’s
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teachings and vision. Since the Islamic interpretation of the Gülen movement was actionoriented, new members later took on some responsebilities and initiatives, for instance,
volunteering to tutor school-aged children in the houses where they resided as they attended
university. All the participants also stated that the Gülen movement constantly recruited new
members to its institutions through the Sohbet gatherings. One participant said that in his
professional life he even became a colleague and Sohbet friends with one of his roommates; they
stayed and attended the Sohbets together in the Gülen institution. In short, all the participants
revealed that they first met with the movement through the Sohbets; during their times in the
movement in Turkey, they agreed that the senior members of the movement strategically utilise
the Sohbets as a gateway to the movement.
Indeed, 11 participants in this study stayed in student dormitories or houses, using the
movement terminogy, belonging to the movement while pursuing post-secondary education, and
all of them regularly attended Sohbets while in university; only two of them had their first Sohbet
experiences before going to university, particularly while they were attending secondary
education. Saffet recollected how he started Sohbet:
There were three Sohbets weekly in the student house where I stayed, so I attended some of
these groups regularly. I had attended my first Sohbet in Ankara when I was going to high
school, but I had never been a regular attendee before. Later in my Hizmet years, I observed
that the movement gained many people at Sohbets. Some people went there for tea or food,
some attended to learn something, or some for the sake of their friends or Allah. Honestly, I
am not very sure which reasons took me there at the beginnings, but today, I can call myself
a man of Hizmet, and that is an outcome of my attendance of many different Sohbet groups
over the years.
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Sefer explained the reason for this continuous recruitment as follows:
In Turkey, we used to invite new people to the Sohbets, because we wanted to save these
people’s eternal lives by introducing them to Islam. Personally, I wanted to be like my big
brothers who invited me to the Sohbet in the first place and now I am in Hizmet.
Sefer agreed that the Sohbets functioned as a bridge to the Gülen movement:
A Sohbet is like a prep school for Hizmet. Not only from books, but we learn from our big
brothers and each other; we emulated our big brothers’ good behaviour, and deepened our
Hizmet identity.
Sefer continued: “Hizmet reached more people, and recruited thousands of new members,
volunteers, and sympathisers through the Sohbet over the years.” Necip agreed:
The Sohbet introduced me to the Hizmet. Otherwise, I would not know what Hizmet exactly
is. I had heard of many things about Hizmet when I went to high school, but when I started
attending my first Sohbet, I became more familiar with the movement.
Nuri described Hizmet as “an informal network, and we build this network in the Sohbets.”
Nabi acknowledged: “This is where we learn Hizmet and how to serve each other. If I must
explain that with the words of Fethullah Gülen, we are building a serving community and
spiritual friendship by Sohbets.” The participants’ comments illustrated that, at its core,
Hizmet—and consequently Sohbets—aimed to build a moral network of citizens who assumed
active roles in their surrounding communities.
The researcher observed that even though all the participants in this study belonged to the
Gülen movement, their age, profession, level of English language and education varied. The
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attendees of the Sohbets were diverse and heterogeneous to a certain degree. The majority of
participants mentioned this diversity and believed it enriched the Sohbet environment and the
movement itself. However, according to the more experienced seven Turkish Canadians, the
Sohbet groups were much more diverse compared to the current Sohbets. Sefer emphasized that
after the July 15, 2016, military coup attempt in Turkey, the people who were not members of
the movement abruptly stopped attending the Sohbets in Kitchener and Waterloo. Some of these
people had attended the movement’s Sohbets for many years and even fundraised for the Turkish
Community Centre and other activities of the movement. Sefer said: “Unfortunately they don’t
come to Sohbets anymore, because some of them think that we are terrorists.” As mentioned,
until the July 15, 2016, military coup attempt, the Gülen movement continued to invite and
accept new recruits to its Sohbet groups in Turkey and in Canada. After the coup, the Turkish
government banned the Sohbet groups and arrested the attendees. Although the Sohbets were still
conducted secretly, people avoided attending the gatherings in Turkey. On the other hand, the
researcher agreed that the Sohbets in Canada continued and tended to focus on more communitybuilding and identity-making practices for its current members, rather than recruiting new
members to the Gülen movement. Newcomers to Canada have been especially cautious to invite
new people to the Sohbets. Sefer reported that, for security reasons, the leaders in the community
double-checked who was coming to the Sohbet in Kitchener and Waterloo. Necati, who found it
difficult to recruit new people in Canada, said:
In Turkey, we were trying to reach out to people all the time in order to recruit them to
Sohbest and then Hizmet. We wanted them to own Hizmet values and form their own Sohbet
groups around their own circles. But in Canada, we don’t have such goals or desire. Instead,
people focus on themselves in here, their own benefits and personal needs. Instead of serving
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others, now it is time to serve ourselves, our own families. Canada is a free country. We have
a different mentality here. Although in Turkey, I used to feel that attendance of Sohbets was
mandatory, and if I did not attend, I felt guilty, but here, I see that people of Hizmet are more
relaxed about whether to go or not to go to the Sohbets.
As seen above, the participants in this study richly experience the Gülen movement
through the Sohbets, and, to a certain extent, they had various views on this. The researcher
observed that the Sohbet in Canada was transforming into a safe place for developing a new
community where the members of the Gülen movement explored their new identities and values,
instead of inviting new people and gaining new members, as they would have through the
Sohbets in Turkey. The researcher found that the participants developed a new perception about
Hizmet and Sohbet. Most of the participants perceived the Sohbet primarily as an inward, rather
than outward experience. Most of them thought that Hizmet now means coming together with
Hizmet friends, care each other, and strengthening spirituality in their personal and social lives.
This transformation was partly connected to the political status of the Gülen movement in
Turkey, but perhaps more importantly the result of the changing dynamics associated with
migrating to a new country, in Canada.
4.1.3. Sohbet Friendship and Leadership
As a reading and conversation circle, the Sohbet, socially has been significant in the lives
of people of the Gülen movement in Canada. The findings showed that, overall, the participants
of the Sohbets in the Waterloo Region had a positive experience in their groups; they liked each
other’s companionship and enjoyed the relationships that had mainly developed in the Sohbet
groups. For the majority of participants, one of the main goals of attending the Sohbet was to be
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together with friends. Noticeably, supportive friendships and the theme of religious brotherhood,
uhuvvet, was often mentioned during the interviews. The participants reported that they often
emphasized and discussed the importance of Islamic brotherhood during their Sohbet meetings.
The participants demonstrated that the Sohbet attendees reconnected with Islam and met
with their new Muslim fellows in Canada, through communal prayers, conversations, and
Islamic reflections in the Sohbets. The researcher noted that through these Sohbet friendships,
they experienced group solidarity and created religious and cultural connections in the group
process. Nasuhi reminded a Hadith explaining that “Our beloved Prophet said: ‘None of you will
believe until you love for your brother what you love for yourself’. Here, I love all brothers only
for Allah.” Most of the participants mentioned that their Sohbets were such a friendly
environment, they did not see their pupils’ flaws and mistakes, but instead saw the good in them.
In this regard, their devoted friendships and relationships with each other resembled the Prophet
Muhammed with his companions, Ashab. For instance, Namik portrayed the Ashabs as his role
models, because they loved each other for sake of God, so that God blessed them with abundance
in this world and in the hereafter.
The six newcomers talked about how they benefitted socially more from Sohbets; they
appreciated the companionship and brotherhood with their Turkish Muslim Canadian friends,
who, even though they did not know them before, were helpful to them in many ways. They
mentioned that they became close friends in a short time in the Sohbet environment. The
researcher observed that the Sohbets became comfortable places where the participants made
new friends and developed lasting relationships. Three newcomer participants explained that
they could not find similar-minded and caring friends anywhere else in Canada, other than the
Sohbets. For instance, Nabi said that he once attended a Pakistani religious conversation group in
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Kitchener and even though the people there welcomed him, he did not feel comfortable. He
explained: “Either because of language or cultural issues, I did not have same spiritual pleasure
there as I have in my own Sohbet group with my friends.” Overall, the participants emphasized
that preserving their religious and cultural identity was essential for them in their new country
with the support of their Sohbet friends. In order to achieve this goal, there was a general
understanding that being with and engaging with people from a similar cultural and religious
background was a necessity.
The concept of faith-based friendship within the Gülen movement mainly was constructed
through selected texts from Said Nursi (2002) and Fethullah Gülen’s books in the Sohbet
settings. Nursi and Gülen emphasized the significance of loving each other for sake of God
(Nursi, 2002, p. 582). Nursi (2004) imagined that one cannot gain an eternal peace unless he
truly loves his Muslim friends without expecting any social or economic benefits. According to
Nursi, loving friendship and brotherhood spiritually connect people together and give true
happiness in this world and hereafter. (p.77). The participants often used Nursi’s friendship
vocabulary as they mentioned the concept of muhabbet, loving each other, and uhuvvet,
brotherhood, that is, the positive interpersonal dynamics among the people who attend the
Sohbet. All the participants mentioned in varying degrees about the importance of loving
friendship and brotherhood in the Sohbets.
Selman said:
Holy Quran explained in Hucurat, “Indeed, the believers are brothers.” I love my friends for
Allah. When I see my Sohbet friends elsewhere, I feel closer to them. We live in the same
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larger community, but Sohbet brings us closer. Our Sohbet is not just a regular gathering.
Sometimes it is about crying and laughing together.
Nasuhi said:
I go to Sohbet for uhuvvet [brotherhood], to be with my warm and caring friends. I truy love
them. I experience genuine friendship in my group, which you cannot find anywhere else.
Sohbet brings us together around unworldly issues, religious matters.
Said Nursi (2004) explained that there are hundreds of good reasons for Muslims to
become and stay friends with each other. For instance, he imagined that believing in the same
God and the Prophet, and facing towards the same direction, Makkah, during prayers glues the
believers to each other spiritually and socially. He says creating an Islamic friendship is
essential for our social life, and there is no time for enmity; he suggests that between Muslim
brothers the only enemy would be animosity itself. Nursi says, “[the] Muslim loves his
Muslim brother; in fact, they need to love each other regardless. They help each other in order
to become a good Muslim” (p.263).
On the other hand, Fethullah Gülen (2002) emphasized the importance of a volitional
friendship rather than an emotional one. According to him, people must strive to create and
maintain their friendship with their Muslim fellows. He argued that a sincere and determinant
brotherhood in a Sohbet environment binds Muslims firmly to each other and connects them
with the wider Muslim society. Gülen explained that an unconditional loving friendship
among believers is a great channel for God’s special surprises and blessings. He often
encouraged his followers to see each other as different parts of the same body and to create
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such a spirit of friendship with each other through practicing Sohbet-i Canan.
(http://www.herkul.org/kirik-testi/kardeslik/).
The participants in this research often mentioned the importance of relationships in the
Sohbet. They believe that the Sohbets created lasting and continuous friendships in Canada,
much like being members of the same family. For Nasuhi, Sohbet was “similar to a family, in
which people interact compassionately and lovingly.” Necati agreed, stating that: “We have
families but my Sohbet friends are my second family in Canada. Each week we touch each
other’s lives.” Moreover, Namik said:
We have a very special mood in our group. In a very short time, thank God, our Sohbet group
settled and we now know each other well. I learn my religion and many useful things about
my new country from my Sohbet friends. Sohbet gives me the confidence to express myself
in a group setting.
Namik added: “When I see happy and positive people in the Sohbet, I emulate their behaviours
and try to learn from them.” Nuri underlined the significance of cultural familiarity between
friends in a Sohbet environment, saying: “Attending Sohbet gives me a cultural pleasure, too. We
speak our own language with our friends, so this brings us closer to each other.”
Some participants mentioned that they met and developed a good relationship with their
Sohbet friends and started seeing each other outside of the Sohbet group. For instance, they
organised several extra-group activities, such as picnics and breakfasts, with their Sohbet friends.
Their families became involved in such extra-group activities, too. Necati especially mentioned
the importance of keeping and extending the friendship outside the group, seeing this as one of
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the benefits of the Sohbets. He said it was an ideal behaviour to see Sohbet friends outside the
Sohbets as well, especially in their own homes with their families.
The researcher identified that, in the Sohbet gatherings, there were mainly two types of
people: the Sohbet abisi (a person who conducts Sohbet) and Sohbet listeners. To develop an
accurate understanding of the Sohbet phenomenon and interpersonal relationships within the
social context of the Gülen movement, one needs to investigate the group dynamics and
processes in the Sohbet circles. Indeed, the participants of this study provided substantial
information about such interactions between each other and the Sohbet abisi, the leader of the
group.In this study, the concept of Sohbet abisi and the practice of brotherhood emerged as two
key terms.
During the interviews, the participants often mentioned the relationship between Sohbet
abisi and Sohbet participants. Big-brotherhood, abilik, traditionally has a central role and it has
been a significant phenomenon in the Gülen movement (Yavuz 2013, p.128). Yavuz argued that
while the movement does not have a formal hierarchical system, age-based seniority is well
recognised and accepted among the members. In this research, the styles and quality of the
relationship between Sohbet abisi and attendees—as well as the relationship among attendees
themselves—were one of the findings. The participants agreed that the brotherly relationships
that prospered within the context of the Sohbet made the environment spiritually and socially
strong.
The participants did not mention who and which authority appointed the Sohbet abisi for
each Sohbet groups in Canada, nor the qualifications the selected people possessed. Only Sefer
mentioned briefly that the board of directors in the Turkish Community Centre organised the
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Sohbet groups across the region and determined who attended which Sohbet group, possibly
based on the neighborhoods in which they resided. Sefer also mentioned that the same board
appointed the Sohbet abisis for certain groups. However, he conceded that this dynamic did not
work for some of the groups, which discontinued as a result; eventually, two participants in this
study for instance, re-organised their own groups and chose their own Sohbet abisi.
The researcher, comparing the existing literature on the Sohbets and based on his own
previous Sohbet experience found that this was a new development in arranging the Sohbets in
the Gülen movement. I argue that any Sohbet attendee could not organize their own Sohbet
groups before the July 16, 2016, incident in Turkey. Unlike this Canadian experience, in Turkey,
until July 16, 2016, the leadership cadre organized the Sohbets, assigned the Sohbet abisis for
each group, recruited the new attendees, and, at the end, monitored the process.
The researcher in this study observed that as knowledge providers, facilitators, moral
authorities, and leaders of the groups, Sohbet abisis have been perceived as one of the most
knowledgeable and respected people in the Sohbet. They read and explained the text, managed
the group, and usually led the prayer before or after the Sohbet. Indeed, the leadership
component was vital for the group process in the Sohbet; the participants hold deep respect for
their Sohbet leaders, who conduct the Sohbets voluntarily, unlike the Sohbets in Turkey.
The participants noted that Sohbet abisis had a respected position amongst the participants.
According to Serhat:
This [Sohbet abisi] is a volunteering position and has a very heavy duty. We now have a
relatively young newcomer as our Sohbet abisi. He gained our respect and trust with his
sincere nature and dedication to our group. He texts us every Tuesday to gently remind us
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about the Sohbet. He is not the most knowledgeable one in our group, but he is quite affable
and a sincere person.
Sefer, on the other hand, found his Sohbet abisi knowledgeable:
Whenever I listen to the abi, I learn a lot and change for the better. The abi’s modeling, his
clear and didactic instructions, and gentle interactions with us make our Sohbet worthwhile
attending.
Most participants in this study explained that the Sohbet was more beneficial when the
Sohbet abisi possessed adequate knowledge to facilitate the Sohbets, while at the same time
setting a good example by practicing his teachings. The teaching style, character, and spiritual
direction of the Sohbet abisi created a condusive learning environment for the participants. Saffet
agreed that the exemplary modeling and sincerity of the Sohbet abisi created a good learning
environment for him. He said:
The success of the Sohbet very much relies on our Sohbet abisi, his knowledge, personality,
and interpersonal skills. He can make the Sohbet very beneficial for the group and prevent
Sohbet from being boring, monotonous, and a waste of time. His sincerity and competence
directly affect the participants.
Clearly, the participants perceived the Sohbet abisi as a role model, as can be deduced from
Necip’s statement:
The Sohbet abisi’s age is not important for me, but he must be a mature and serious
individual. He is solely responsible to run the show. First, his sincerity will be contagious to
us. He needs to practise what he is preaching for. I mean he must be an ideal Muslim. I had
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seen many great Sohbet abisi in Turkey, and they had significant influence on my
personality.
Necip also stated, “People should accept Sohbet abisi as a role model; otherwise Sohbet
will not be sustainable.” Moreover, Naci commented: “We usually do not have a one single
Sohbet abisi in our group. Yes, we do have someone who moderates the discussion, so this
person really works very hard.” Sami agreed on the idea that Sohbet abileri still could be role
models today and he shared two personal stories about the profound influence his Sohbet abisi
had been in his personal life:
Ever since I was young through to adulthood, I had problems with my father due to the
generational gap and some different understandings on several issues. My father was a strict
person in nature. When we had conflicts, he yelled and even became physical with me at
times. Over the time, my relationship with my father was cut off. I lost my love to him.
However, when I started Sohbet, I started living a new life based on Quran and Sunnah. I
learned how to behave to my parents. My Sohbet abisi advised me to treat my father with
great respect. He always reminded me of my duties and responsibilities to my parents. I
started rebuilding my relationship with my father again. My Sohbet abisi helped me to
understand the importance of family and family values. After I felt emotionally disconnected
from my father, only my Sohbet abisi’s advice brought me closer to him. Now I still pray for
my father.
Sami told another anecdote:
When my Sohbet abisi saw me when I smoked, he really became very concerned and warned
me gently not to smoke any more. He said: ‘I would never imagine you would smoke; this
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made me so frustrated. I would not expect that behaviour from you at all’. His words touched
me a lot, and I felt shame and quit smoking on that day.
Sadik, agreed on the importance of the leadership in the Sohbet:
Sohbet abisi, as a leader, is supposed to be the most important person in the room, and
Sohbet’s success depends on him. They all have different personalities, and some are more
knowledgeable than others, but I believe that everybody is sincere, and this is what counts for
me.
The participants showed that even though the Sohbets in general were managed exclusively
by the Sohbet abisi, some Sohbets were conducted more interactively through questions and
discussions. It seemed that some Sohbet abisi were more open-minded than others, and they
encouraged the participants to interact and contribute to the Sohbet discussions. Data in this
study revealed that there was no one single Sohbet format that everybody had to follow. Instead,
there was diversity in practice. According to information given by the participants, nearly every
Sohbet had a different format and leadership.
The groups read different books, convened on different days and times, and each Sohbet
groups had a different Sohbet abisi. For instance, in some groups, the Sohbet abisi preached in
the first 30 minutes, took a small break for tea and dessert, and then continued to talk, but more
informally. In one particular group, everybody took a turn to read the text, with food and prayer
saved to the end of the meeting. The leadership styles and interpersonal dynamics varied in each
group. Each Sohbet developed its own culture and leadership.
The researcher noted that two participants in the study were Sohbet abisi at some point.
Sefer was one of them. He remarked:
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Being a Sohbet abisi is a huge responsibility. Since I have a very busy work life, I cannot
prepare for the Sohbet adequately. Therefore, I positioned myself as a facilitator rather than a
preacher or the only talking head in the group.
Another seasoned and former Sohbet abisi, Nazim, noted:
Being a former Sohbet abisi in another country, I used to first get to know my Sohbet friends
and explore their interests and level of knowledge in Islam. Then I would develop a
curriculum for my Sohbet. As a result, usually everybody found this model very helpful.
Nazim in his current group did not find the Sohbet abisi adequate. He claimed that:
Unfortunately, this is a problem in my current Sohbet. Our Sohbet abisi knows that almost
everybody in his group is very well-educated and that once they all were Sohbet abisi in
different parts of the world. I feel that this makes him a bit nervous and so he cannot focus on
the subject during the Sohbet.
Sefer supported the importance of preparing for the Sohbet when he said: “When participants and
Sohbet abisi do their jobs and come to the Sohbet prepared, the quality of Sohbet visibly
increases.” Nedim described the traits of a successful Sohbet in the following statement:
I believe that the success of a Sohbet is up to good relationship and respect among the
attendees. Everybody needs to speak and listen to each other respectfully. Sohbet abisi is
responsible for maintaining a good Sohbet environment and establishing collegial spirit and
respect in Sohbet.
Necati, who has been attending Sohbets as a Sohbet listener only for more than 25 years,
expressed the necessity of compassion:
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I can easily tell if Sohbet abisi is not prepared or has a personal problem. When I see that,
after Sohbet, I usually approach him and try to have a more private conversation with him to
understand if there any problem. As attendees of the same Sohbet, we should be able to talk
about our personal issues, too. This is what Sohbet friendship means to me.
Based on the participants’ opinions as stated above, it was clear that various views existed
about the leadership. While some participants preserved the traditional view on the role of the
Sohbet abisi, some expressed a non-traditional understanding of that role. This was especially
clear when participants compared their current Sohbet groups with ones they had previously
attended. The researcher observed that the concept of Sohbet abisi was transforming, moving
away from the traditional form to a more interactive style that is most vivid here in Canada. For
instance, while Sohbet abisi had a stronger authoritative role previously, in Canada, most
participants expressed the need for more interactive Sohbets that involve discussions not just
about religious issues, but also about social affairs. The researcher observed that some of the
participants asked for more flexible and even shared leadership in the Sohbets.
Overall, the focus group discussion supported the findings of the study determined
through the interviews and questionnaire. The focus group participants agreed with the main
findings that the Sohbets were the most important alternative place for them; however, they had
different views how to make them more appealing and efficient. Five participants believed that
the current Sohbets must be improved, while three participants were quite satisfied with their
ongoing Sohbets. One of the most interesting parts of the discussion was about the leadership in
the Sohbets. All participants talked about certain people who had theological backgrounds from
the prestigious universities in Turkey, and some of them were even the students of Fethullah
Gülen, but avoided becoming Sohbet abisi. The participants questioned the reasons for this
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avoidance, and three participants blamed them for escaping from the duty. Two participants
asserted that these people do not even attend the Sohbets. For the content of the Sohbets, the
participants in the focus group mentioned about the importance of having good preaching for 20
minutes, then they liked the idea of having free conversation about social and cultural issues.
Three participants mentioned that they wanted to talk about their personal and family issues in
the Sohbets.
This study revealed that despite positive affirmations about the Sohbet experience in the
Gülen movement, some participants provided a fair amount of criticism, especially regarding the
topic of leadership and content of the Sohbets. The participants attended the Sohbets voluntarily
and expected to speak more and freely in the groups. Yet, the traditional dynamics and
conceptions of what a Sohbet should look like seemed to hinder its evolution to meet the
emerging needs of its participants. Despite constant mentioning about a positive Sohbet
experience in this research, some of the participants did not shy away from occasionally
criticizing a few aspects of their Sohbet groups. The researcher sorted these reasons as follows.
Most of the participants shared their concerns about the Sohbet abisis and other group
members talking about politics during the Sohbets. They believed that the Sohbets were spiritual
places, so talking about politics destroyed the mood, created conflicts among the participants,
and affected the Sohbet friendships in general. They expressed that, first and foremost, they
needed to talk only about religious and spiritual matters, regardless of what happened in Turkey.
Most of the participants complained about the interjection of political affairs in Sohbet, stating
that such conversations must be stopped by the Sohbet abisi, because they negatively affected
Sohbet’s environment and friendship. Nadi said:
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Sohbet abisis should not talk about the political issues at all, because we have a few people
with different political views. One of our friends quit attending the group already, only
because of this reason.
Sefer shared a similar opinion:
Some Sohbet abisis need to adjust themselves into this new reality and culture. They need to
forget about whatever is happening in Turkey and stop talking about Turkish politics.
The researcher noted that five participants revealed a frustration that the Sohbet abisi was
not prepared for the Sohbets; otherwise, they felt that a large part of the Sohbet is a waste of time
and they did not learn anything new. Three participants also mentioned the importance of having
a fixed curriculum, instead of talking about random topics every week; they believed it would be
better if they had known in advance the themes of discussion in the Sohbet. For instance, Nasuhi
said: “In Turkey, I knew what we will talk about in our Sohbets, but here in Canada, sometimes
even Sohbet abisi does not know what he will talk about until the last second.”
The participants stated it was important to have the more experienced Turkish Canadian
movement members as a Sohbet abisi, because they know Canadian culture better and can be
more useful. Three participants expressed frustration that the more established Turkish
Canadians avoided taking such a responsibility. Some participants criticized the Sohbet abisi’s
dominant attitudes over the listeners in the Sohbet. In fact, one participant reported having a
conflict with the Sohbet abisi and subsequently left the group. Another criticism was the
perceived incompetence of some Sohbet abisis in Islamic knowledge, knowledge of discussed
subjects, and preparedness.
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Despite mostly positive experiences of the participants in the Sohbet, the findings showed
that some of the participants were not comfortable in certain groups. As mentioned earlier, the
major deterrents were the discussion of political affairs in Sohbet and some of the Sohbet abisis’
strict and old fashioned leadership style. Additionally, some participants found the conversations
superficial. Moreover, three participants observed that some Sohbet friends and Sohbet abisis did
not show up on time or came to Sohbets unprepared. Another observation about the Sohbet
dynamics was that the professional competition was very clear, especially amongst some
newcomers. For instance, two participants started a new business together. Later, when the
business failed, these two business partners stopped talking with each other and some of the
former Sohbet friends. The two men even began attending separate Sohbet groups. Sefer said he
observed one personal conflict between the two newcomers when they applied for the same
position, but only one of them was hired. The two men openly argued about a certain issue in the
Sohbet and one of them left later on to attend another Sohbet group.
Overall, the participants in this study acknowledged the significance of Sohbet friendship
in their personal and social lives and vital role of the Sohbet abisi in maintaining a positive
atmosphere within the Sohbet, whether it is through addressing the needs of the participants, or
through avoiding controversial topics.
The participants adopted a faith-based friendship developed in their Sohbets; this factor
was one of the most integral parts in the Gülen movement. The researcher noted that the
religious motives that initially brought them together in the Sohbets shaped their relationships
and style of their friendship. While they became a support for each other in various social issues,
they also enhanced each other’s religiosity and encouraged each other to stay in the Gülen
movement. The researcher observed that the relationships amongst the Sohbet participants played
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a supporting role in helping them confidently interact with other Muslim and non-Muslim people
in Canada’s diverse society. Some participants invited their non-Turkish friends to their homes
and community centre in Kitchener. Three participants reported that they met clients in UBER,
befriended them, and invited them to an Iftar dinner at their homes. Another participant, an ESL
student, invited his teachers from language school to his home for a Turkish dinner. One reported
that he was invited to a farm for a barbecue dinner by one of his colleagues. All the participants
mentioned that they often talked about larger Canadian culture, its cultural characteristics, and
how to properly communicate with non-Turkish Muslim people. The researcher observed that
through Sohbet attendance and participation, the participants developed functional friendships
and a religious identity, both of which were beneficial for their acculturation in Canada. The
Sohbets provided a specific acculturation context for them in Canada’s pluralistic society, and
their friendly interactions in the group played a significant role in developing a group identity,
which in turn contributed positively to their psychological and cultural adaptation. Through
discussions about Canadian culture in general, they demonstrated an awareness about various
acculturation strategies, and they appreciated the importance of integrating into Canadian
society. The researcher noted the religious identity the participants formed in their Sohbet
process played an essential role in their psychological wellbeing and acculturation in a way that
explored their own cultural place within the wider Canadian society. Finally, the researcher
identified that the level of friendship in Sohbet positively affected the acculturation process and
the participants’ psychological wellbeing.
4.1.4. Ihlas
Aside from the occasional disagreements, overall the participants seemed to agree that the
Sohbets strengthened spiritual ties between attendees and fostered brotherly relationships. The
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researcher concluded that such sincerity—in other words, Ihlas—represents the heart of the
Sohbet. Ihlas, a Quranic word, is difficult to translate to English, and has been used widely to
indicate various meanings, mostly as an adjective to describe one’s sincere intention in religious
experience in Turkish. It can describe the spiritual mood of a person, place, and action. For
instance, people with Ihlas are called Ihlasli, muhlis, or halis; a place and mood are called Ihlasli
in Turkish. The researcher in this study noticed that the participants often used this word either to
describe the person’s intention, behaviour, or the level of spirituality of the Sohbet environment.
Simply, the dictionary meaning of the word is sincerity, purity of intention, and loyalty in
servanthood to God. Again, differing from the general usage in Turkish daily life, the members
of the Gülen movement in this study used this term often to explain their intention, motivation,
and the Sohbet environment.
According to Thomas Michel (2011), Fethullah Gülen borrowed this defining concept of
his movement from his spiritual master, Said Nursi. Ihlas has been traditionally strongly
emphasized in the Gülen movement and is a basic motivating force that brings members close
together. Fabio Vicini (2009) defined the term as “seeking God’s appreciation for every action”
(p.43). During the interviews, the participants of this research often used the term to describe
their spiritual experiences in the Sohbet and even the sacredness of the Sohbet place. For
instance, when the participants were asked why they attended the Sohbet in the first place, most
answers included the word Ihlas, and they reported it as a motivating force of the participation in
the Sohbet. They either go to Sohbet to have and content with the feeling of Ihlas or with the
feeling of Ihlas already obtained in that moment or throughout the day. The researcher observed
that the participants prioritized obtaining spiritual contentment before, during, and after the
Sohbet. They believed that for an optimal benefit of the Sohbet, acceptance of their prayers, and
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building a faith-based, long-standing friendship with their Sohbet friends, the experience of Ihlas
was a necessity. For instance, Sadik explained the reason why he attended the Sohbet as follows:
We all go to Sohbet primarily for appreciation of Allah. This shared purpose of our Sohbet
friends sets the mood in the room. Nobody has any expectation from the other, but spiritual
friendship. I go to Sohbet to feel and live Ihlas. The rest would come.
He further added, emphasising the importance of Ihlas:
Through praying as a group with pure intentions, our spirituality become intense and very
tangible. It is actually not simple to obtain Ihlas, it requires on going spiritual struggle and
practice; we have to prepare ourselves spiritually and check our intentions all the time. When
you obtain Ihlas within you and in the place, you don’t want to leave Sohbet, you taste
spiritual pleasures that are beyond every description.
Sami shared his understanding of the term as follows:
As a Muslim, my aim is to preserve my Ihlas in everything I do, in and outside of Sohbet, at
home and at work. The true meaning of life is to be content with Ihlas. It is kind of a cycle;
do the things with more Ihlas, and you will experience it deeper, and it is contagious.
At this point, Sami questioned himself:
Why do I go to Sohbet every Thursday? What motivates me to go and sit in there? What is
my true intention? My answer to this always is appreciating and pleasing Allah, which is
what Ihlas means.
Sacit highlighted his Ihlas experience:
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When I go to a Sohbet, I benefit most from its spiritual atmosphere. Genuine attitudes and
respectful exchanges of Ihlasli friends appeals to me there most. I read the same books at
home by myself, but I cannot have the same benefits as I do in the Sohbet room.
Another participant, Selman, asserted:
I do not know how to explain it but even if only two people with Ihlas come together and do
something for the sake of Allah, the environment becomes cozier and spiritually intense. I
find peace and healing in such environment.
He added: “Sohbet’s environment makes me a spiritually awake and better learner.” Namik
mentioned that one day they invited two non-Muslim friends to their Sohbet at the Turkish
Cultural Centre, and when they observed the Sohbet even though they did not know Turkish.
They reported to him feeling a deep spirituality in the Sohbet room. Namik explained to them the
meaning of Ihlas, and they discussed about what Ihlas would mean in the English language.
Almost all the participants emphasized the importance of pure intention, Ihlas, in their
daily lives and in the Gülen movement. They perceived Ihlas as a key term and a most essential
ingredient in Sohbet and Hizmet. They found this spiritual quality created an intimate atmosphere
and facilitated an otherwise normal gathering into the most therapeutic environment. The
majority used the word “therapy” to explain the positive energy and spirituality they
experienced, which they found to be healing and therapeutic in their Sohbet experience. Namik
confided that he went through a psychologically challenging time in 2016 as he anxiously waited
for his family members to come to Canada; his difficulties were exacerbated because his brother
was incarcerated by the government in Turkey. According to him:
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I used several medications; my case worker sent me to a social worker for therapy. I did not
find her helpful at all. Maybe because of my language, I was not able to benefit from therapy,
but I went there four times and stopped later on. Now I find my Sohbet group and friends
most helpful for me, even though I am not very talkative during the Sohbets.
He explained: “I don’t know exactly what it is, but there is a different ambiance here; I feel
myself more focused and fullfilled, and I think that comes from my Ihlasli friends.” Selman
compared Sohbet’s environment with that of the mosque, noting he found Sohbet environments
more beneficial because he could have more intimate relationships with friends within a home
setting. He added: “House gatherings are spiritually more uplifting. I personally cannot find the
same feeling and experience at the mosques in Canada.” Serhat concurred, noting:
Even though every Sohbet has different dynamics and quality, Ihlas is the common and most
essential ingredient, which is the essence of pure and altruistic intentions. Therefore, I feel
content about myself in such environment. That is why I always seek out ways and reasons to
attend Sohbets wherever I live in Canada. I live in a stressful world, I always find Sohbet’s
sincere environment very helpful for myself. I work more than full-time for Uber, so when
my friends text me about a Sohbet any time any day, I tend to drive there and join them.
Imbued with Ihlas, the Sohbet space was perceived and portrayed as a sacred environment
for some participants. For instance, Sefer explained Sohbet environments as places of worship:
The only reason we are in this world is to know Allah and worship Him, so I do that in
Sohbet with my Sohbet fellows who are all with Ihlas. Sohbet for me is an ideal place and
intimate place to gather for Allah and pray. This is where I satisfy my spiritual needs.
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For Necati, Sohbet itself was a form of prayer that he attended religiously and with a
purified intention. He said:
Only my action with Ihlas will save me, nothing else. I learn how to obtain and renew my
belief and Ihlas in Sohbet. To stay connected to Allah is only possible through coming
together with my friends who aim to have Allah’s appreciation, and this feeling heals my
worldly wounds.
Even though sometimes a few participants felt a lack of motivation to regularly attend the
Sohbet groups, they reported that they forced themselves to go nevertheless; eventually, they felt
better psychologically, spiritually, and physically. Necati’s experience is one such example:
When I attend Sohbets, I feel satisfied and refreshed, no matter how sad and tired I was.
Sometimes even if I am sick physically and upset psychologically, I force myself to attend
the Sohbet. I believe because of its environment that is full of Ihlas, I get better physically
and satisfied spiritually. I feel sukunet [tranquillity] in Sohbet, and I do not know how to
escribe it.
Nadi also commented:
Our Prophet transformed uneducated people who were born and raised in the desert. He
made them golden people with great ahlak [ethics] and Ihlas. Why cannot we do the same
thing in Sohbet? We can serve each other altruistically, and we can enhance each other’s
Ihlas by being good servants to Allah and by tending to each other’s needs.
He added:
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People find ease and spiritual pleasure in Sohbet if we keep our Ihlas, regardless of what is
happening in our personal lives. The remedy for depression is Ihlas. This gives a spiritual
and physical power to you and to your community. A place gains its true meaning from its
inhabitants, so one single person with Ihlas can change the entire atmosphere and the mood
of any environment.
Nadi continued: “I attended hundreds of different Sohbet groups during my Hizmet life;
many things may change but only one thing remains the same: it is Sohbet’s sincere and warm
environment, which is provided by the Ihlas of Hizmet people.” Another participant, Naci, said:
“I believe that the prayer of my Sohbet friends who have Ihlas can cure my physical illness. So, I
always ask them to pray for me.” He further noted:
I have developed a good and sincere relationship with most of my friends in Sohbet. You
never know whose prayer Allah will accept. A mouth with Ihlas can heal your problems. The
feeling of Ihlas holds us very tightly, like a glue. These sincere feelings towards each other
create a spiritually and psychologically joyful environment. I know that the spiritual power of
our Sohbet group is very visible, and I truly enjoy experiencing it. Seeing my friends and
hearing the holy words of Allah psychologically help me a lot.
From the preceding quotes, it was clear that participants perceived Ihlas as a healing state
of mind, a way of living, and a way of making meaning. Namik said: “I feel I am receiving a
divine enlightenment during Sohbet. I think everybody feels it and benefits from it based on the
level of their Ihlas. I enjoy being there with my friends and being accepted by them.” He also
said that “Sohbets are like therapy sessions, and very rehabilitating.” The researcher observed
that the Sohbets created a sense of meaning and purpose for the participants. This meaning could
be summarised as the following: to live for the sake of serving others; this concept is what the
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participants defined as Ihlas. Nuri confirmed this meaning when he said: “Doing the right things
in the right place, right time and with the right people is very important for me, and what makes
all of these things count is Ihlas. Without Ihlas, everything is meaningless.” He added:
I am facing serious issues in my new life in Canada. When I attend a Sohbet and find comfort
there within the first 10 to 15 minutes, it is like an escape for me, and I almost forget
everything else. I only experience Ihlas there.
Nuri claimed that “if we did not fill Sohbet’s environments with Ihlas, nothing could be
helpful for Turkish immigrants here in Canada.” Nasuhi shared the same opinion, asserting that:
Ihlas creates spiritual friendship, and uhuvvet [brotherhood] is the most important element in
Sohbet, which makes the environment different than any other kind of gatherings and chats.
The soul of such gatherings is Ihlas; you cannot fake it, either it is there is or not. Even
though none of my Sohbet friends have proper jobs, they still come every week with good
deeds and pure intentions to Sohbet in an effort to maintain a good Islamic life and sustain
their Ihlas. Through these people, our Sohbet becomes spiritually a very satisfying place, so
we all enjoy the calmness and sekine [serenity].
Nedim said: “For me, the Sohbets are group therapy sessions. Seeing my sincere Sohbet friends
at least once a week enhances my Ihlas and sense of belonging to Hizmet.” He continued:
Protecting your Ihlas is a main benefit of Sohbet; otherwise seytan [the devil] will always try
to corrupt your belief if you cannot keep your pure intention. I try to focus on the content of
Sohbet and develop good relationships with other people who attend Sohbet; I realise that
having a strong Ihlas is the only way to benefit from Sohbet, and to be a good servant to
Allah and a good person to others.
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Selman shared a personal anecdote that describes what a Sohbet environment with Ihlas
looks like:
When I came to Canada, we did not have a big community and a Sohbet group. We talked
about it with a few friends. We needed to have a spiritual environment to learn and practice
our religion. We had a knowledgeable friend in a neighboring city; we asked him if he could
come to Kitchener once a week as a Sohbet abisi. He agreed and continued to come to our
Sohbet for a few years. It was very fulfilling; I will never forget it. During one of our Sohbet
gatherings, everybody felt so intense spiritually. Yes, everybody was feeling this spiritually
intense air. After prayer, we suddenly started crying. One friend assured us that our Prophet
knows that we are in here and maybe he, too, is here with us now. My friend was a very
sensitive and Ihlasli person. His words influenced all of us, and we cried all together that day
in this Sohbet. I never felt that intense spirituality before. We were single, and we were like
family for each other in Canada.
In the focus group, the participants unanimously agreed on the importance of Ihlas in Sohbet
environment one more time. Sami said that if a Sohbet lacks its main ingredient, then there is no
point in calling this gathering a Sohbet. For him, “Ihlas is a yeast in Sohbet that holds everything
in perspective.” Sefer strongly supported this view, stating that: “The feeling of Ihlas is very
captivating in the Sohbets.” Nadi claimed that, even though there were very sincere participants
in his Sohbet group, finding the same level of spirituality in every session is difficult. During the
discussion in the focus group, Selman and Nabi asserted that Ihlas was a prerequisite for the
prayers to be accepted by God. They further stated that similarly in the Sohbet, if there was no
Ihlas, Sohbet would be reduced to a cheap talk between friends.
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In conclusion, Sohbet and the Gülen movement, Hizmet, have been perceived by the research
participants to be deeply intertwined. The participants’ first exposure to the movement took place
within Sohbet environments, where participants became sympathisers with, and members of, the
movement. The core values that both the Gülen movement and Sohbet promote became a way of
life for the members of the movement, who carried them everywhere they lived: Turkey,
Pakistan, the USA, Kazakhstan, or Canada. Especially after the July 15, 2016, incident, it
seemed that the Sohbet gained more importance for the members of the Gülen movement in
Canada. It became a space where they could preserve their religious and cultural identity and
practice the teachings of their faith. They developed new relationships and friendships with other
refugees and more established Turkish Canadians in their Sohbet groups. In addition to their
various social, physical, and psychological benefits, Sohbets appealed to participants through
their Ihlasli environments and people. They constantly reported how Ihlas is important in the
Gülen movement’s Sohbets, and how therapeutic for the problems they faced in their personal
and social lives.
4. 2. Sohbet’s Environment
This researcher understood that in order for the men in his study to maintain the good
relationship with God, friends, and the community, the Sohbet is integral for the Gülen
movement. The findings in this study showed that the participants often emphasized their strong
connection with the Gülen movement and how essential the spiritual environment of the Sohbet
is for their personal, religious and social lives. Most of the participants were introduced to the
movement in such environment and they perceived it as sacred space and a place to practice
Hizmet. Some participants viewed attending the Sohbet and spending time there with friends
from the movement as a religious duty. They read Quran and Hadith there, and they prayed
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together with friends; two participants slept over in the house where their Sohbet took place, and
they stayed awake and prayed together until the morning prayer. At the same time, the Sohbet
environment became a friendly place for Turkish Canadian Muslims, newcomers and more
experienced, to chat at length about the social and personal issues after the Sohbet.
4. 2.1. Learning and Growing in a Sacred Space
The participants perceived the Sohbet as a sacred space of affection and friendship, a space
where they fostered spiritual wellbeing and cultivated a meaningful relationship with God and
friends, as well as feeling a sense of belonging to the Gülen movement. For some participants,
the Sohbets served as more than just venues for having religious conversations; they become
spiritual spaces that played a role in strengthening the participants’ religious identity. The Sohbet
was perceived in general as a sacred space that enables participants to experience and practice
spiritual rituals, such as praying and reading Quran, as a group. Turkish Canadian Muslim men,
as seen in this study, created religiously oriented alternative spaces to nurture their faith, as well
as cultural and social practices in the Waterloo Region. The participants greatly value these as
everyday, sacred places where they can pray and experience Islamic spirituality. They described
the Sohbet environment using terms such as spiritual, sacred, intimate, and friendly. For instance,
Necati shared his experience as follows:
I feel very special and spiritual in Sohbet’s sacred environment. First, it is a safe space for
me. I sense and experience the beauty of Islam there. We pray and make supplications for
each other, and for all the Muslims around the world.
Nuri also described the sacredness he finds in Sohbet as follows:
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I deeply feel Allah’s presence there, and I sense that other people at Sohbet feel the same
way, as well. It is not about learning only, but living it, feeling it at the same time. I usually
compare the Sohbet space to an oasis in the desert. Besides our spiritual thirst, there are many
traps in our daily lives, so I seek refuge from possible sins in these shelters and I quench my
spiritual thirst there. Our friends’ pure hearts and intentions make this oasis protected from
all deadly sins. I renew my soul there; I can take a break from our dirty world and breathe in
Sohbet.
Necati, as a long-time Sohbet participant, described how blessed he feels to have the
opportunity to attend Sohbets in Canada. He claimed that if Sohbets were properly conducted and
effectively practiced, the sinful environments of the outside world would not have affected
Muslims negatively.
The researcher noticed that the certain elements have prompted the participants to perceive
Sohbets as sacred. Firstly, in the eyes of some participants, spiritual and theological
conversations, as well as some holy items in the Sohbet room, help to transform the environment
to a sacred domain. The participants mentioned that items such as prayer mats, Quran, other
religious texts, rosaries, and skullcaps always remind him of Turkish mosques; the mosque-like
sacred environment of Sohbet brings them ease and peace. Sacit thought that Sohbets blessed the
spaces where they occur; he distinguished Sohbet environments from normal spaces when he
said: “Speaking from experience, when I enter a Sohbet room, I feel like I am leaving one world
behind and stepping into a different world, a holy world.” Nazim also shared his reflections:
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Imagine our bodies are entrusted to us, they are like worship places, temples. Many bodies
come together and pray for Allah, remember Allah in Sohbet, which eventually becomes
sacred. There is a good energy in this place, and it is healing and it is contagious.
Nabi added:
We recite and study Quran, Hadith, and many other supplications, which transform the
ambiance in the Sohbet space. Our Prophet said that ‘if you come together with pure
intentions to pray for Allah, the angels will visit you and be your companions.’ I feel their
presence.
Affirming the belief that praying in groups imbues a space with sacredness, Sami said: “We
keep sharing several chapters from the Quran amongst our friends in the group and reciting them
constantly in our Sohbets.” Indeed, some participants said reading Quran aloud before the Sohbet
is a ritual that spiritually prepares the environment and participants for the Sohbet. Sait
recollected a story about a time when he attended a Sohbet Toronto; one of his Sohbet friends
witnessed the presence of Prophet Muhammed in the room. The participants believe that before,
during, and after Sohbet, the environment becomes spiritually more intense because of the
constant zikr (remembrance) of God. Sami noted:
Sohbet’s environment has a strong spiritual aura. This is a sacred space for me, like a mosque.
Because there we pray, we remember Allah, and we serve each other; such environment gives
me spiritual pleasure and satisfaction.
Also, as mentioned before, attending Sohbet with Ihlas and attending as a religious obligation
was part of what gives the place a sacred atmosphere. Thus, perceiving Sohbet’s environment as
sacred is a common understanding shared by the participants.
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All the participants read Fethullah Gülen’s books in Sohbets, and highly respected him as a
leader, pious person and scholar. Some participants even regarded him as highly holy and as a
saint-like individual. Not only did they read his works, but they also regularly listened to his
weekly video sermons during most of the Sohbet circles. Nadi said:
Hocaefendi’s [Fethullah Gülen] voice is very touching for me, a very saddening voice. His
concerned face is also very expressive. Especially in the last three or four years, he suffered a
lot because of what is happening in Turkey. We watch his weekly sermons as a group in our
Sohbets, and his voice and ailing appearance sadden me.
Most participants claimed that they not only experienced intimate spirituality within a Sohbet
environment, but they also learned better there. Being busy with their daily lives in Canada, the
participants—especially newcomers who were busy settling down—did not have the time to read
and talk about religious issues often. Nuri said with embarrassment:
I have been in Canada now for a short while and I did not even open a book yet by myself,
but in Sohbet, someone reads and I listen; sometimes they ask me to read the text aloud, and I
do. But before I came to Canada, I never dropped a book from my hand.
Four participants compared Sohbet to a classroom in a school. In this school, there was
mostly no assignments, but some groups send the Sohbet text in advance, so the participants
could read beforehand and come to the group prepared. The participants seemed to value this
experiential and interpersonal approach to learning. As Necati said: “I learn better by doing and
observing others, by emulating them. My Sohbet friends are my co-learners and seminary friends
at the same time.” Saffet noted:
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I find the environment very encouraging to learn and also to share what I have learned. My
Sohbet group allows me to express myself. I do not talk anywhere else as much as I talk in
Sohbet. As opposed to any other place, I feel very confident about myself in Sohbet, and
therefore, I share what I am thinking about the subject of discussion.
For Sami, Sohbet
is like a class that is full of very educated mates. I can say everybody has a unique
perspective and spirituality in our group, and they bring their rich experience to Sohbet. So,
we can learn and benefit from the other people’s life experiences.
Another participant, Selman, said:
I read several books and listened to many audios about Hizmet, but I learned it more deeply
in Sohbets, which are classrooms of Hizmet for me. I learn about several spiritual practices
and try them out in my personal life and in my Sohbet.
Along the same lines, Sadik said: “I go to Sohbet to improve my religious knowledge and
learn new things. We talk about Islam, exchange social, and community news. I learn many
things that I did not know.” He further added:
Sohbet teaches me how to live an ethical lifestyle. It helps me to manage my interpersonal
relationships with friend and family. Also, it helps me to strengthen my relationship with
Allah. We keep repeating and learning about the most basic Islamic rituals and information
in our Sohbets, such as how to pray five times daily, how to fast, how to read Quran, etc.
The Sohbet, therefore, functions as a place for learning about religious matters and reviving the
practices of Islam.
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It seemed that the Sohbet participants encourage each other to exchange information, and
some Sohbet groups from time to time invite experts to their groups. If they needed to, they
might ask the abi or other participants at Sohbet for direct advice about their personal needs,
such as finding a reputable car insurance company or a new house. Besides sharing information
about worldly matters, the role of Sohbet extends to establishing discipline. According to Sami,
Sohbet helped him become more disciplined in his daily life. He said:
Sohbet constantly reminds me of the rules we need to follow. Gaining knowledge from
Sohbet help me to solve my problems and provides me with a sense of success. Attending
Sohbets disciplines me and puts me away from psychological stress, so that is why I perceive
Sohbets as preventative measures for psychological disorders.
Sami further added:
In Sohbets, I benefit the most from its special atmosphere. People’s pure intentions, pious
attitudes, and the subjects we talk about evidently soften the environment. I feel as though I
am somewhere other than the real world, so it is a spiritual escape for me from the hardships
of real life. I know that our Sohbet friends bring forth their sincere feelings, so Sohbet
atmosphere sometimes becomes very intense spiritually.
Most of the participants reported that they study about Islam and the values of the Gülen
movement in their Sohbet groups, applying this knowledge to their daily practice as active pious
Muslims and followers of the Gülen movement. Hizmet, or serving, was at the centre of their
lives before they immigrated to Canada, and it was a lifestyle they wanted to continue in their
new country. Saffet, for instance, reported:
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Attending Sohbet is a main thing for sustaining my religious life. Sohbets are mandatory for
staying vital spiritually. There, we are nurturing each others’ souls and developing religious
brotherhood.
The participants emphasized the importance of learning by serving and through reaching out
to new people. Five participants highlighted that they used to achieve this goal through constant
dialogue with people from different cultures before; however, now they prioritised serving their
own friends in the movement. For them, instead of reaching out, other people become less
important than investing time on their likeminded friends in the movement. Saffet believed that
the Sohbet provided a soulful environment for his spiritual growth. He observed: “How a person
will benefit from such a sacred environment is up to the person’s spiritual abilities.” Namik
reported observing his “spiritual misery” better in the Sohbet environment amongst his sincere
brothers. Necati explained the power of the Sohbet as a learning environment nicely when he
said: “I personally see Sohbet as a school where I learn many great things.”
On the other hand, some participants had a more critical approach to the Sohbet environment,
especially where political affairs were concerned. Most importantly, these individuals
indicated—as we noted earlier—that political conversations killed the Sohbet spirit, sometimes
damaging relationships within the group. Sacit remarked:
When newcomers talk about their oppressive experiences in Turkey all the time, I feel like
the atmosphere has been affected negatively and gets politicized. We cannot change what is
happening in Turkey right now. I really do not like these kinds of conversations much,
because I go to the Sohbet most importantly for religious reasons. Almost every week, we
warn each other not to talk too much about Turkish politics, but some friends cannot help it.
Only for this reason, sometimes I do not go to Sohbet.
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Sami agreed: “Yes, I gain fresh perspectives on world issues and social issues in the Sohbet,
but we need to avoid talking about politics.” Most participants agreed that as long as
controversial political matters were avoided, the Sohbets aid in the spiritual and social
development of participants. In general, the researcher observed that despite of various
criticisms, they perceived the Sohbet as a venue to preserve their sacred world and tradition.
4.2.2. Creating a Community: Refuge for Refugees
The demographics of the research in the questionnaire demonstrated that the participants, all
members of the Gülen movement and Turkish Muslim male, migrated as refugees to the
Waterloo Region. The researcher understood that especially the newcomers in this study
perceived the Sohbets as a “spiritual home” for themselves. The researcher noted that a common
understanding among the immigrant particpants is that of hijra; in this study, refugees of the
persecution identified themselves as muhacir, a term that refers to the first Muslim emigrants in
the time of Prophet Muhammed, who were forced to leave Makkah, where most of them were
born and raised. This reference represents a way for persecuted Muslim immigrants in general,
including some in this study, to derive meaning from their experience, which they came to
interpret as destiny, or divine will. Most of the participants in this study believed that being
persecuted because of their faith and religion has been a normal situation for Muslims throughout
the history of Islam, and they perceived themselves as holy immigrants, or muhacir. The
researcher observed that most felt a responsibility in their new country to stay in the Gülen
movement and represent Islam properly. For these two main goals, they needed a community in
Canada. One of the first things they did when they migrated to the Waterloo Region was to find a
Sohbet group to attend. In this research, five newcomers emphasised that they and their families
would suffer greatly from culture shock in Canada if there was no Sohbet for them to attend nor a
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Gülen community to join. The participants in this study found a Turkish community in the
Waterloo Region upon their arrival; a relatively small Gülen community already had several
Sohbet groups in place for different genders and age groups since the early 2000s. Since 2016,
the hundreds of newcomers attended these existing Sohbet groups, and also organised their own
Sohbet groups within the first three to six months. Currently, the Sohbet groups became more
popular and they operated in the region for all ages and genders.
The researcher observed that most of the newcomer participants in this research knew
somebody in the Waterloo Region before they decided to settle there. They connected with their
contacts either before they arrived in Canada or soon after their arrivals. The newcomers first
visited the Turkish Cultural Centre in Kitchener, where they met with their friends and other
Turkish Canadians during Friday prayers and other occasions, such as Ramadan iftar dinners.
Some reported finding shelter in this centre, where they stayed a few nights until they found a
rental house. During their stay, most of the newcomers attended a Sohbet and socialised together
with other newcomers, and as Nuri said, most of them experienced they “felt home.”
Some participants mentioned that most of the Sohbets were held at the Turkish Cultural
Centre at the beginning. Nazim said that: “I found my first Sohbet in Kitchener a spiritual home
and sanctuary for me. I felt a great release after a long travel starting from Turkey to the USA
and finally here.” Necati added: “When I sit in my first Sohbet at the Cultural center in a fall
evening, I could not help my tears.”
However, when the numbers of the newcomers increased daily, the Sohbets gradually
moved to private houses after a few months for security reasons, especially after encountering
suspicious people and frequent police patrols around the centre, according to Namik. It was an
uncomfortable situation for the community, who discussed the matter with local dignitaries in the
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movement. Later, they decided to move the Sohbet gatherings somewhere else, mainly houses
and other rental spaces. Currently, only one Sohbet group remains running in the centre.
It seems that the participants developed a certain degree of trust with each other in their
Sohbet groups within a relatively short time and formed several groups. They met weekly and
provided support to each other. The experienced Turkish-Canadian immigrants also engaged
more with newcomers in the Sohbets. Some newcomers even organised new Sohbet groups or
expanded the old ones. Turkish Canadian Muslim men in the Waterloo Region gradually built
new groups and started creating community cultures around the Sohbet circles. During these
exchanges between newcomers and the more established Turkish Canadian immigrants, the
participants developed a capacity for empathy for each others within these Sohbets; the
participants revealed that they felt heard and understood time to time when they shared their
traumatic experiences. Overall, the Sohbets became safe places and centres for the participants to
practice their cultural rituals, experience the Gülen movement, and develop new Turkish Muslim
communities in Canada.
The researcher found that, with the help of Turkish Canadian immigrants, the newcomers in
this research started creating small communities around the Waterloo Region. The participants
explained that they at the same time met often as small groups in cafés, at Conestoga College,
and public places during the day but they found the conversations superficial; in contrast, they
acknowledged that more intimate exchanges and safe conversations took place in Sohbet’s more
private settings. In fact, socialisation was one of the most common reasons for the participants’
attendance of Sohbet, and they met this need in the Sohbets that were held in private houses.
Saffet asserted:
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It is important to stay connected with the friends in the community, but in proper places.
Through the weekly Sohbet, old and new people come together. This is a great potential, and
this exchange is very beneficial for the both sides. I also don’t isolate myself from the
community. Personally, I am a shy and anti-social person, but with Sohbet, I am able to talk
with my old friends and get to know the new ones.
Nedim agreed: “In order to build a community, it is essential to speak the same language. I do
not have a good mastery of English. I can speak my own language in the Sohbet. People in my
Sohbet are my immediate community.” Also, Namik said: “When we read Turkish books about
Hizmet I think I am in Turkey. The familiar climate of the Sohbet takes me to Turkey.” Another
participant, Serhat, noted: “One of the ways to protect ourselves from the harmful worldly
pursuits is to gather with old and new friends for the sake of Allah.” These accounts revealed that
the solidarity that participants experienced in the Sohbets.
In particular, newcomer participants believed that the mainstream culture significantly
affected them, positively and negatively. Most of them thought that preserving their own cultural
heritage and preventing the complete assimilation into the mainstream culture is an important
issue. However, they are grateful for several things in their new country, including social and
economical support, the kindness of Canadians, and the social system in general. Still, the
researcher noticed that, especially among the newcomers, preserving their religion and group
identity was important. Nedim said:
How we are going to preserve who we are today? How are we going to raise our children as
Muslims in Canada? I see we are not very much aware of this issue in our community yet.
Old and new people usually focused on the employment and learning English, but this is
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most important concern for me. I believe that our old friends have great obligations to guide
for us in this regard.
Sadik confirmed:
As immigrants, we are living hard lives; adaptation is a difficult. Isolating yourself from the
society and community only creates family and personal problems. Newcomers lose their
previous social and economical status, and they start a new life from scratch in Canada. They
lose their confidence, their identity, almost everything. We need hope. People who came here
years ago need to help us in this journey. I see my Sohbet as the place to talk and seek
solutions about our ever-growing issues in Canada.
The newcomers in this study seemed especially excited about establishing age-appropriate
Sohbet groups for their children at various ages. They were concerned about their children’s
future in Canada, especially considering their religious and cultural identities. They also
perceived their children as the future of the Gülen community in Canada. In their weekly Sohbet
conversations, they talked about child-raising and parenting issues. For instance, Necati said:
“Our children need benevolent Sohbet abisis as role models.” They find children and youth
Sohbets are thus very important for the sustainability of Hizmet in Canada. Sacit said: “We need
to encourage the youth and our children to go to Sohbet. They don’t usually like reading by
themselves, and get bored at home if they don’t watch TV or play video games.” Selman agreed,
noting that every child today has a cell phone, a phenomenon that disconnects them from the
world they live in. He said: “We can find good ways to encourage them to attend the Sohbets, so
they can win in this world and the hereafter.” Not only are the Sohbets essential for meeting the
spiritual, social, and psychological needs of the adults, but they also function as an alternative
space for the youth, a space where they are encouraged to celebrate their own culture.
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The participants revealed that the former teachers explain Turkish and Islamic values, and
Quran and Hadith, to the youth and children on the weekends in different community centres,
including the University of Waterloo. For Nazim, “my children have only a few more years, then
they will most likely leave the home; so until then, our obligation is to teach them their own
culture, religion, and family values.” Most of the participants emphasized the importance of their
children’s attendance at the Sohbets in Canada. For instance, Nasuhi said, “our children are in
between two cultures; in order to survive in the mainstream culture, they need to have a strong
Islamic culture.”
The participants’ relations are not limited to the Sohbet gatherings; they and their families
meet and visit each other regularly. Some participants explained these gatherings are important
for their children, as well, because while they play together with their friends, they will be able to
see the friendships among their parents. Some of the participants started business partnerships,
and they organized special Sohbets for their children at their houses. The newcomer participants
especially feared losing their personal, familial, and community identities if they did not attend
Sohbet and the movement’s various activities. Namik explained this issue clearly when he stated:
“Without Sohbet, you will not have a strong support system in Canada and you might easily give
up and live a selfish life in your own bubble.” Nadi agreed:
When you stay away from Sohbet, you can get lost in the mainstream culture and get stuck
into your smaller worldly problems. But when you get involved in community activities,
such as Sohbet, you strengthen your social location in your community.
The researcher observed that the social aspect of the Sohbet acts as an important attractor,
especially for newcomers. It was also apparent that the relationship among the participants was
characterized by sincerity, warmth, and friendship. The participants of the Sohbet valued the
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social, spiritual, and psychological benefits of friendship, which created solidarity among the
participants. Nasuhi said: “Now it is time to listen to each other. In the past 25 years, we always
listened to other people and we neglected first our families and our friends in Hizmet.” Sefer
agreed, and said:
In Turkey, we always ran here and there to reach out to more people to bring them together
under the Hizmet’s umbrella. But now, I focus on my Hizmet friends, on their needs. We took
each other for granted for many years. In our Sohbet, I listen to my newcomer friends more
and try to support them in their integration process.
Moreover, Nazim said:
I am happy in Canada and with the Hizmet community here, because I am personally
experiencing the same friendship I had in the 1980s in Hizmet movement in Turkey. I am now
motivated more in Canada with my new friends. My connection with Hizmet strengthened in
comparison to how it was three to four years ago. I feel a stronger sense of brotherhood with
my friends.
The newcomers’ accounts in the research illustrated how the experienced Turkish
Canadians became a great source of support and information for the newcomers. They claimed
that new and old immigrants alike came together in many different Sohbet groups, thus changing
the dynamics within the Turkish community in the Waterloo Region in general, and the Gülen
community in particular. Namik, a newcomer, said: “Our brothers who came here before us did
their best to settle in here. I cannot judge them for this and that. They support us in the best way
they can.” Naci argued that settling in a new culture was difficult; he said:
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I still can see that struggle of some of our friends who came here 20 years ago. They still
work odd jobs. That actually gives me an inspiration and resilience to work more. As
newcomers, we still have a long way to go.
Namik argued that if Turkish Canadians had institutionalised in the Waterloo Region five
years ago, the newcomers would have been in a better shape, but he also added that nobody
could blame them for this. For this purpose, some newcomers initiated an informal welcome
centre within the Turkish community centre in order to help and support prospective newcomers.
Nedim said: “Here we were supposed to establish an ensar and muhacir mindset among us. This
is the time to show Hizmet’s true power and solidarity for each other.” He elaborated: “We
opened this welcoming centre by spending money from our own pockets. We match some
newcomer families with older ones, like ensar and muhacir. We call them sibling families.” The
veteran-newcomer dynamics further illustrate the significant role that Sohbets play in facilitating
the settlement process.
Additionaly, more established Turkish Canadians appeared as a great resource for the
newcomers’ acculturation and adaptation process. Necati said: “They [experienced Turkish
Canadians] are our biggest help to introduce the new culture. They show us the best ways and
techniques they had experienced, so we do not have to waste years to learn simple things.”
Nedim reminded the focus group to invite one experienced immigrant monthly to share his
experience with the newcomers in Turkish cultural centre.
The researcher argued that the Sohbets helped Turkish Canadian Muslims create new small
communities and safe faith environments for those who belong to the Gülen movement and who
might be experiencing difficulties in their hosting country. Within a micro-community built
around the Sohbet groups, the participants felt safer about expressing their concerns and sharing
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their problems with their trusted Sohbet friends. The Sohbet served as a comforting space for
them to discuss about the issues they struggled with. Necati, for instance, said:
I find the Sohbet environment quite safe. I can sit, talk and drink tea with my friends all night
long. We all work or go to school during the day, so the Sohbet is almost the only place for
most of us to come together and share our concerns.
Sami provided insights by sharing a story about how a Sohbet could become a source of
support for a newcomer:
When I came to Canada in 2001, I started attending a Sohbet group in Ottawa. In our group,
we had many elders and more established Turkish Canadian Sohbet friends. One big brother
helped me a lot. When I need something, I would ask him directly, and he was such a
generous person. I know these exchanges in and out of the Sohbet with our Sohbets friends
helped me to better integrate in Canada. Actually, I learned a lot about Canada in the
Sohbets. Today, I do the same to my newcomer friends. I share my experience. I listen to
their experiences in Canada, and I try to correct their perspectives, mostly because they have
different expectations from their new country, and some of these expectations are not quite
right. Some are very impatient, so I advise them first to learn English in order to succeed. I
believe Canada is a very difficult country to adjust to for newcomers, so they need to forget
everything about Turkey and focus on here….A new culture beats up the newcomers
psychologically. I see many people around me who are having a hard time to accept their
new realities in their new culture. They still live in their old mentalities. These people had
high positions in their home countries. Now they drive for Uber, deliver pizza, or clean
buildings. Some have a hard time to accept this and swallow their pride. I believe this is quite
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a normal process. Many don’t know how to overcome these changes. They might get lost in
their smallest problems because of the lack of support systems.
Additionally, Sami professed: “We support and benefit from each other. I used to work in
a pizza store; when I left this job, I replaced myself with one of my friends who was looking for
a job.” Since the Sohbet groups include a mixture of newcomers and more experienced Turkish
Canadian immigrants, a great deal of imparting information, advice-giving, and advice-receiving
exists amongst the members. According to Sefer: “Yes, there is a lot of exchange in our group,
and as someone living in Canada for over 10 years I am also learning a lot from my newcomer
friends about Canada.” Namik indicated that “the community support makes our job and
integration easier.”
Most newcomer participants accepted the fact that their English was not good enough, even
though they assumed they knew English when they lived in Turkey. They are aware of the
importance of the language, and also how difficult it is to learn, especially at a certain age. They
perceived that English comes first for all kinds of success in Canada. All of the newcomer
participants attended the language school, were willing to make non-Turkish friends, and invite
them to their houses.
The participants in this study revealed that the Sohbets became useful for both newcomers
and Turkish Canadian Muslim men alike, because they provided suitable places to not only talk
about religion, but potentially facilitate the integration and adaptation process. A majority of
them found that adapting to the Canadian culture becomes easier with Sohbets, which explains
why Sohbets are so essential for them. Sacit observed:
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Living in Canada for 12 years, and interacting with many non-Muslim friends and
colleagues, changed me in many different ways. For instance, my interpretation of Islam
changed. Also, now I have a different view on Hizmet movement and the Sohbets, in
comparison to my previous experience. I believe that Hizmet leadership in Canada must
change its focus so that it pays more attention to Canadian issues and integration, for
example, instead of always talking about Turkey. I believe that they also must do English
Sohbets, and they need to invite other Muslims and even non-Muslims…Instead of talking
about Turkish politics, my examples are all from Canadian politics, so newcomers can learn
more about their new country.
He continued:
I see that for some people, Sohbet is a social club; I cannot judge them, but for me the social
aspect of it is very important too, but I personally see the Sohbet more like a sacred space
where I can grow and experience my religion more intensely. But unfortunately, I am not
feeling my current Sohbet is like that.
To summarize, the researcher observed that overall there was a working relationship
among the Sohbet participants. In some Sohbets, participants developed strong friendships, or
started business partnerships. It became clear that the Sohbet friendship was stronger in some
groups than in others.There was especially good cooperation and dialogue between the
newcomer research participants and the more established Turkish Canadian participants in this
research. They often met outside of the Sohbet meetings and shared their experiences and
resources.
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4.2.3. Sense of Belonging
According to the research participants, the Sohbet was perceived as a venue where the
members of the Gülen movement could express their faith traditions, reshape their community
identity, develop a sense of belonging, and prove their loyalties to the movement. Some
participants claimed that Sohbet became central in their livelihood in Canada, and therefore, if
they did not attend a Sohbet regularly, they could not remain within the movement. Sami’s
statement illustrates this point clearly: “Over the years, through Sohbet meetings, I was able to
protect and strengthen my connections with Hizmet in Canada. I always looked forward to
attending my Sohbets, which tightened my belonging to Hizmet.” He elaborated on his Sohbet
experience since he was a young boy with a personal anecdote:
I started attending my first Sohbet when I was in Grade 7. I had many questions in my head.
Back in the day, we did not have Internet, so learning new stuff was not as easy as it is today.
To answer your basic questions, either you would go to a library or to someone who was
more knowledgeable. As a young boy, Sohbet was one of the places that I could go, ask, and
learn. I went and asked many questions to my big brothers. They never got annoyed with my
questions. Regardless of the age gap, they always respected me and answered my questions.
They made me feel very valued. My big brothers in different Sohbets during my youth helped
me to build my character; they shaped my identity as a Muslim. The only thing I wanted was
to become someone like them later in my life.
Most of the participants noted that they felt a sense of belonging in the Sohbet as a part of
the Gülen movement. The participants felt that they experienced the values of the movement in
their Sohbet groups. Most of them expressed that they cultivated a sense of belonging to a
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particular Sohbet group they attended, and the movement, Hizmet, in general. Being accepted as
member of the movement, validated as an educated individual, and supported by Sohbet friends
in the movement provided them a strong sense of belonging to the movement and the community
in the Waterloo Region.
As mentioned, the participants of this study were already members of the Gülen movement
before coming to Canada. They used to work in different institutions affiliated with the
movement, had taken various responsibilities within the movement, and had been regular Sohbet
attendees or Sohbet abisi. During the interviews they very often used the “we” language when
they talked about their experiences, either in the Sohbet or during their employment in the
movement. Newcomer Naci stated:
When we came to Canada, we found a supporting Hizmet community in here, and as a
family, we are very grateful for this. Thanks to Allah, we felt the power of the Hizmet
community on our very first day. We never started from scratch; we already found a very
supportive community.
Namik’s observation supported the same finding:
What made us emotionally connected to the Waterloo Region was our brothers’ hospitality.
On our second night here, we were invited to a Sohbet dinner as a family. It was a typical
Turkish household: the food, furniture, and even the smell. We felt at home and were deeply
touched by the sincere hospitality of our friends. On the way back to our apartment, I cried
with my wife in the car. These tears were the tears of joy. This warm hospitality and great
advice from our Hizmet friends, even though they had limited resources, reminded us of the
old good days of the Hizmet movement.
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These cultural familiarities were present in houses where several Sohbets took place, thus adding
comfort to the newcomers.
The Sohbets proved to be supportive environments for cultivating meaningful friendships in
general; the participants reported they had already created satisfying relationships with their
Sohbet friends in their respective groups. Making new friends and maintaining active
relationships were identified as the heart of the Sohbet. The participants seemed to have
established rapport with each other within Sohbet’s intimate climate. Nedim’s experience
illustrated this point:
Before I came to Canada with my wife, we prayed that we would find a supportive Hizmet
community. That was important for us, especially after great hardships we faced in our own
country. Thanks to God, our prayers were accepted. Our friends’ 7/24 services and smiling
faces proved that we found the right people from the beginning in our new life here.
Other newcomers reported a similar experience, acknowledging the emotional, social, and
financial support they received from the Turkish-Canadian members of the Gülen community.
Altruistic behaviours had a profound effect on newcomers and made them feel welcomed in their
new country. Nadi said:
We have gone through traumatic events in the last three or four years. Nobody listened to us
in Turkey, nobody; even my own parents. Only the people from Hizmet I befriended here
opened their doors and hearts to us. Even though we have been in the same movement
previously, today I feel more strongly that we belong to the same family. I cannot thank them
enough. They shared their food and houses with us.
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The researcher observed that newcomers in particular were excited to share warm
memories of their first Sohbet experiences in Canada. The newcomer Sohbet participants
expressed deep gratitude to the constant social support of their more experienced TurkishCanadian friends, whom they had met in Sohbets.
Attending the Sohbet, therefore, alongside the affiliation with the Gülen movement, was a
crucial matter; the participants commented that attending Sohbet was essential for maintaining
their personal, social, and spiritual connections with the Gulen movement in their hosting
country, especially in their first months. Most of them explained that attending the Sohbets
became a significant routine in their lives and the reason for them to see their friends from the
Gulen movement. Some also emphasized that they would get lost if they did not go to Sohbet
meetings regularly. Necati indicated:
This is how I connect myself to Hizmet. I have always been involved in Sohbet groups since
my young ages. It was what I used to do for many years; not only is it part of who I am
today, but it is also the centre of my life. If I don’t go to Sohbet, where else would I go?
The researcher understood that the majority of the newcomers in this present study
perceived the Sohbet meetings as a place, other than their own households, where they could be
who they truly are in Canada. Selman, who is an experienced Turkish Canadian man, noted: “My
Sohbet experience throughout the years in Canada enhanced my sense of belonging to Hizmet.”
He continued: “I learned from Sohbet not to pay much attention to worldly and materialistic
things, but to be a good citizen in society.” As the statements above clearly show, without the
Sohbets experience, the participants simply lacked alternative places where they could socialise.
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Some participants, especially newcomers, expressed their frustration with Canada’s
individualistic society, as opposed to the collectivist social model of Gülen movement. Nasuhi
explained:
there is no question about Canada’s individualistic culture. I hope we will not become selfcentred like them. In this case, my place is the place where my Hizmet friends are staying.
Hizmet taught us to work unconditionally for others; so, if we settle here, I think this is one of
the things that we could teach to our Canadian friends.
Another participant, Nazim, said:
If I am not with friends most of the times, I would easily get lost in this country. At Sohbets,
we talk about how we can first save our Islamic identity and then how we can contribute to
others. If people do not go to Sohbets and have places where altruistic friends hang around,
where else would these people would go? Either they would go out and drink alcohol or they
will be isolated from the society. My Sohbet is a refuge for me.
The participants in this research often associated both their Sohbet and community
experiences with a stronger sense of belonging. Necip explained this concept as follows: “Hizmet
brings us closer and makes us a very dynamic community. I feel special, accepted, and protected
in my own community; and I am very proud of being part of it.” For Nasuhi, a sense of
belonging to the Gülen movement represented an integral part of his life in Canada. He said: “No
matter what, I am very proud of my Hizmet identity, which is what makes me who I am today.”
The researcher observed that almost all participants emphasized—in varying degrees—the
importance of feeling a sense of belonging to the Gülen movement and Sohbet groups in Canada.
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No doubt, the Sohbets brought people closer and created new communities that provided a
sense of belonging to its members. However, there were a few participants who lacked a sense of
belonging in their Sohbet groups. Sacit, for instance, found his group conversations increasingly
political. Eventually, he dropped out of the group and started a new one. A newcomer
participant, Nedim, talked positively about his Sohbet experience at first, but in the focus group,
he informed me that he left his group because of a disagreement that left him feeling rejected by
the Sohbet abisi.
4.2.4. Physical wellness
The researcher observed that the participants provided substantial data while they talked
about spiritual, social, and psychological aspects of their Sohbet experiences. Openness was
lacking, however, regarding the physical aspect of the participants’ Sohbet experiences. Some
participants responded to this question very briefly. For instance, after a long pause, Sami
commented: “I don’t have anything to say on that.” Similar to Sami, Saffet simply stated: “I
cannot say much about the physical aspect in my Sohbet experience.” Nedim admitted: “Well,
we just sit, we don’t do much. What else can I say?” In comparison to these three, other
participants provided more information on their experience in this regard. Selman, for instance,
was amongst the participants who found the Sohbet physically rewarding: “Yes, it is very
influential in my physical life and health,” he said as he emphasized the health benefits and
nutritional aspects of attending the Sohbet.
Along the same lines, Sadik stated that the human body was a precious piece of art created
by God. He remembered a Hadith that indicates how God can fit only within the heart of His
Muslim servant; as such, the heart can be fully satisfied by the constant remembrance of God.
For him, the heart is God’s house; by that, he meant both the spiritual and physical heart, so both
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need to be sound and healthy. Sadik said: “Nourishing this body and protecting the heart is an
essential task, a divine responsibility for humans. Allah does not look at the faces, but the
hearts.” He also acknowledged that in the Sohbet he occasionally learned about proper self-care
and gained basic medical knowledge from a doctor who attended the same Sohbet. Sefer agreed
with Sadik: “Our bodies are emanet [entrusted] to us by Allah. To protect this sacred emanet and
give it back to its owner is our main responsibility. In Sohbet, we know how to maintain both our
soul and body.” Naci, too, agreed with Sadik:
We are protecting our bodies from physical and spiritual harms and diseases in Sohbet. We
could be somewhere else that put our bodies into dangerous situation. Instead of going to
such unpleasant places and looking for troubles, we go to Sohbet to be with our friends for
good causes.
Again, the power of the Sohbet as a preventative measure was mentioned by a few
participants. As noted earlier, Sami told a story about how he quit smoking because his Sohbet
abisi advised him against this harmful habit; so, as he continued to attend the Sohbets, he
gradually quit smoking and started playing soccer instead.
Furthermore, some participants reported that they organised several physical extra-group
activities with their Sohbet friends. These activities included basketball and soccer games,
community picnics, weekend trips, and home visits. Sacit said:
We organised a volleyball team with some of the friends in my Sohbet group. Once a week,
we come together as eight to ten people and get physically active. We also have a few
Mennonite friends who join us. When you feel psychologically and spiritually healthy, you
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feel physically better, too. For me, the very act of going to Sohbet itself is a physical activity.
For instance, when we hold Sohbet meetings in my neighbourhood, I walk there.
Serhat agreed: “I walk a few times a week with one of the friends who attends the same
Sohbet group.” Two participants from the same Sohbet group take nightly walks together, four or
five times a week. Some participants asserted that coming together every week, shaking hands,
giving hugs, and sitting side by side provided physical health benefits. Serhat said:
I feel that especially hugging each other before and after Sohbet is very powerful for me.
Physical touch and connection naturally bring people closer to each other. Sitting side by side
with someone on the same sofa and sharing the food while eating and drinking around the
same table, make people true friends.
Another point worth mentioning in this section is the healing power of Sohbet in some
health concerns. Based on the experiences of the participants, attending Sohbet helped in curing
their headaches, stress, and boredom. Nadi said:
No matter how tired I am, when I go to Sohbet, I get better; I tried this a hundred times. The
spiritual energy in Sohbet atmosphere is like my medicine. I get this energy from the other
people. I feel better in the presences of my Ihlasli friends.
The researcher noted that food seemed to be an important component in the Gülen
movement’s Sohbets in the Waterloo Region. The participants talked about it frequently, calling
the different kinds of food, treats, and drinks iltifat, blessing in Turkish. The researcher noticed
that the word iltifat has a broad meaning in Sohbets of the Gülen movement. It sounded like
more than sharing food and drink with friends. For some participants, iltifat was generosity, the
humble attitudes of those sharing the food, the joy of eating together, and happiness in
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preparation. The participants rotate invitations to the Sohbets in their houses, and they honour
their Sohbet guests with plenty of food, tea, and hospitality.
The Sohbets were usually held at evenings at private houses, after the participants have had
their dinners at home. In Sohbet, iltifat, mostly tea and dessert, are served. On a few occasions,
the participants mentioned that they cooked makluba, a trademark dish of rice with meat that is
typically served at the movement’s meetings. Necati said: “I do enjoy the iltifat, but sometimes it
is too much. First, I don’t find eating after 10 p.m. healthy. Secondly, this causes inconvenience
to the people who host the Sohbet. They make a lot of preparation sometimes.” Interestingly,
while Necati himself enjoyed cooking for his Sohbet guests, he did not want others to do the
same when they held Sohbets at their homes. He noted that his wife and children enjoyed serving
the Sohbet participants. He said:
My son feels so happy when he serves during the Sohbet and learns about Hizmet from his
brother, even at his very young age. I can simply say that whoever wants to stay spiritually
vital, he can host a Sohbet or attend Sohbet.
Necip admitted: “We eat fine foods there. I am a single person, so I really look forward to
Sohbet. I enjoy going to my brothers’ homes and tasting homemade Turkish food. They
sometimes gave me the leftovers!” For Namik, eating with friends was a joy that also brought
health benefits: “People at their homes offer great treats, so this is not actually very good for our
physical health, but eating with friends is a great joy.” Nuri emphasized the significance of tea:
“I cannot imagine a Sohbet without tea. I don’t care much about anything else, but the tea must
be limitless.” The participants believed that when they hosted a Sohbet, they received bereket,
abundance, and happiness in their homes.
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Another physical aspect of Sohbet was prayer. Prayer in the Sohbet at the same time was
perceived as a physical exercise for some participants. As mentioned before, the researcher
noticed that some Sohbet participants prayed as a group before and/or after Sohbet. Nadi stated:
“Amongst many other things, praying together is the most important part of our gatherings.” A
typical evening and night prayers take 20 minutes each, so this is 40 minutes of physical activity.
Some participants said that despite a long day, prayer at the end of the Sohbet gave them relief
and was even reenergising.
On the other hand, a few participants found that the Sohbets were physically not
beneficial, even unhealthy. According to Sefer: “Sometimes Sohbets usually end very late, so we
don’t get enough sleep and feel tired in the middle of the night.” Nasuhi complained about
having to sit most of the time without getting physical activity: “When you sit for too long, you
get back pain. This is not a benefit at all. Sitting for a few hours sometimes makes me very
uncomfortable. I often go to the washroom when I want to get moving.” On a different note,
Sacit complained about the danger of overeating in the Sohbets: “Unfortunately, we eat more
than enough at Sohbet since our wives prepare delicious goodies for us every week. Instead of
losing weight, in the Sohbets we always gain a few extra pounds.” It is interesting to note that
participants had conflicting opinions when discussing the physical aspect of the Sohbets. While
some participants believed that the Sohbets promoted physical wellbeing, others seemed to
disagree.
As demonstrated in this section, the Sohbets played a pivotal role in the lives of dedicated
supporters of the Gülen movement, offering a place to experience their spiritual beliefs, socialise,
and maintain a sense of belonging. The participants identified the essential ingredients for
cultivating a positive atmosphere within a Sohbet as brotherly affection and Ihlas, which imbues
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a rather ordinary space with healing sacredness. The Sohbets represented a platform for cultural
preservation, identity formation, and valuable hubs for socialisation among veteran and
newcomer Turkish populations alike. Some participants believed that the Sohbets were enjoyable
and physically beneficial, and food became an important ingredient of the Sohbets in the Gülen
movement.
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Chapter 5- Discussion
This chapter presents a discussion and interpretation of the research findings, documented
in the previous section. Findings of the research were grouped under two main themes in the
Analysis and Findings section: Integral Relationship of Sohbet and Hizmet, and Sohbet’s
Environment. In the discussion chapter, under these two main titles, the researcher discusses two
main themes with five sub-themes:
1- Discussion on the relationship between Sohbet and the Gülen movement.
2- Discussion on the Sohbet environment.
Sub-themes:
A. Spiritual Growth in a Sacred Space;
B. Six Therapeutic Elements;
C. Interpersonal Dynamics in the Sohbet; Sohbet Friendship and Leadership; and
D. Creating Community, a refuge for refugees.

5.1. Discussion of the Relationship between Sohbet and the Gülen Movement, Hizmet
As the participants in this study spoke about their Sohbet experiences, knowingly or
unknowingly, they were also speaking about the Gülen movement. During their interviews with
the researcher, they often reminisced about the day when they first came into contact with the
movement, sharing good memories, which mostly took place in the Sohbets, about the
movement. The participants in general perceived the Sohbet as a place where the people and
values of the Gülen movement came together in meaningful practice. Therefore, even though the
Sohbet indicates the place of gathering, and the movement meant an ideal and ideology for the
participants in general, the researcher sometimes was challenged to distinguish these from each
other during the interviews.
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5.1.1. Sohbet and Hizmet
The researcher noted that members of the Gülen movement often referred to it as Hizmet,
and he will from time to time use this term interchangeably in references to the movement in this
discussion chapter. During the interviews and focus group, the participants demonstrated that the
terms Sohbet and Hizmet necessitated and complemented each other, in the sense that various
aspects of Fethullah Gülen’s teachings can be learned and experienced at the same time in the
Sohbet. Previous academic works (Vicini, 2014; Muhammed, 2012; Jassal 2013) have not
explored these two terms, nor the semantic relationships between these two concepts, in detail,
although Yavuz (2013) and Cingillioglu (2017) briefly mentioned the theological relationship
between Sohbet and the Gülen movement. In this study, it appeared that these two words—the
first is concrete, the latter abstract—expanded their meanings semantically so they became closer
to each other in everyday usage by the participants. Differing from previous works (Yavuz 1999,
2001, 2013; Vicini 2014; Cingillioglu 2017), in this study the researcher identified that the
participants used the both terms interchangeably, almost synonymously. During the interviews,
the majority of participants used the word of Hizmet to signify a place that they could go to; for
instance, when they shared their Sohbet experience, many said they attended Hizmet instead of
Sohbet. The researcher found this shift in language interesting, because it did not appear in
previous works, including Yavuz (2013) and Cingillioglu (2017). The researcher did not
specifically investigate the reasons behind this interchangeable use of the two terms.
The majority of the participants, now living in Canada, indicated that they experienced
Hizmet within the circles of the Sohbet, compared to their experience of it before as they worked
and served in the movement’s institutions around the world. Three participants who are not
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currently employed by the movement found their attendance at the Sohbet and doing Hizmet
more sincere now, because they were doing the Sohbet and Hizmet for sake of God only, Allah
rızası. In Canada, they said no one had check to see if they attend a Sohbet or not. One
participant mentioned that he was feeling obligated to attend the Sohbet when he worked in a
school belonging to the movement, though he sometimes did not want to attend. The participants
said they now attend the Sohbets more willingly and voluntarily, and, while there, experience the
spiritual and cultural values of the movement as well as its social and psychological benefits.
5.1.2. A place for Hizmet in difficult times, in a new culture
Hakan Yavuz (2013), Salih Cingillioglu (2017), Twesy Jassal (2013), and Fabio Vicini
(20114) argued that the Sohbets provided a place for members of the Gülen movement to explore
and study Fethullah Gülen’s teachings, while they were practicing their religious obligations, in
Turkey. Cingillioglu (2017) especially argued that members in the movement used the Sohbets
practically as conducive social spaces to learn and experience Hizmet deeply. He, along with
Yavuz (2013), further claimed that learning and promoting Gülen’s interpretations of Islam and
spreading his message to the larger audience in Turkey was an essential aspect of these
gatherings (p.204). The participants in this study supported this argument, further emphasizing it
as the core motive of Hizmet, dava, the cause of living and spreading the divine message of
Islam. Similar to Cingillioglu’s (2017) argument, the researcher in this study observed that
members of the movement who had showed a commitment to it in Turkey consolidated this
devotion and loyalty by attending the Sohbets in Canada. The Sohbet conversations enhanced
their understanding of dava and increased their awareness about how significant being in Hizmet
is. Most participants previously understood dava as reaching out to the stranger and spreading
the message of Gülen, but now focused on their own social and personal needs in Canada.
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For the participants in this research, attending the Sohbets became important to them as
they began their new life in Canada. They developed a new Hizmet identity and some
strengthened this gradually in the new culture. The Sohbet functioned as a primary platform for
participants as they transitioned from one culture to another, and it offered them new insights in
Canada. In this study, the researcher argued that the participants redefined the Sohbet as the soul
of Hizmet, rather than just a physical space. This definition did not exist in previous works in the
related literature. Participants revealed that attending the Sohbets became a lifestyle that gives
the participants meaning in their new country. As eight participants in the interviews and six
participants in the focus group clearly stated, the Sohbets were now the only places where they
experienced Hizmet, since they believed that they had nowhere else to go in Canada.
5.1.3. Sources of Sohbet and Hizmet
As the previous works of Yavuz (2013), Vicini (2014), and Cingillioglu (2017)
illustrated, members of the Gülen movement learn Islam and the principles of Hizmet in the
Sohbets by studying the main sources of Islam, and the books of Fethullah Gülen and Said Nursi,
who was Gülen’s intellectual and spiritual master. The researcher found that each Sohbet group
in this study had different books to read and discuss, ranging from the Quran to Nursi’s
collection. However, Hakan Yavuz (1990, 2001, and 2017) argued that Nursi’s volumes, Risale-i
Nur, and Gülen’s books were the most well-read, and they shaped the theology of the Gülen
movement.
In this study, the researcher observed that while five participants, all newcomers, strictly
disapproved of reading books other than those by Gülen in the Sohbets, other participants
showed an interest in exploring other books, both in English and Turkish, in their reading circles.
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Interestingly, each of the seven more experienced Turkish Canadian participants mentioned the
importance of reading other books, such as personal development genre, in the Sohbets. They
agreed that they had better read Gülen’s and Nursi’s books in English since these Sohbets now
take place in Canada. During the focus group, some of the interviewees repeated that they
needed to study not just religious books, but also social and psychological books that could help
them in their life in Canada. This result aligns with Cingillioglu’s (2017) observation, which
criticised members of the Sohbets reading different books by different authors in order to gain a
wider understanding of Islam (p.249). In addition to Yavuz (2013) and Cingillioglu (2017),
Muhammed Ahmed (2012) observed that in the Sohbet groups, the most well-read books, beside
the Quran and Hadith, were Nursi’s and Gülen’s works. The researcher argued that the reading
list of the Sohbets in Canada may be a subject to change in the future. The participants clearly
discussed the books that were read in the Sohbets, and the researcher observed conflict around
this.
In addition to the reading material, the researcher also found that the participants
occasionally watched Fethullah Gülen’s weekly video sermons, Bamteli, and held group
discussions about the content. It seemed that video sermons became popular and very handy for
some participants; instead of reading books, watching Fethullah Gülen on the screen and
listening to his latest Sohbet was perceived as more practical by eight participants, while four
participants did not favour the idea. According to these four participants, Gülen’s sermon could
be watched at home instead watching it together. The researcher identified that the question of
whether to continue to watch only these sermons or continue to read books either from Gülen or
Nursi became a discussion point, especially in two Sohbet groups, and it was unresolved.
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In short, the field work revealed that the various Sohbet groups lacked a common
curriculum or syllabus; each group read its own books and met on different days. Nine
participants in this study clearly acknowledged that a well-prepared weekly curriculum would
enrich the content of the Sohbets; they also believed they would read the material in advance
before they go to the Sohbet. This departs from the common practice of the Sohbets in Turkey,
where each group had a special curriculum prepared by the Sohbet abisi, who meet regularly
with each other to create a suitable, consistent Sohbet content for the participants (Cingillioglu,
2017).
5.1.4. Developing a new Hizmet identity
In this study, the participants noted that the Sohbets provided culturally familiar
environments for the members of the Gülen movement to explore and shape new Hizmet
identities in Canada. Members of the movement who regularly attended the Sohbets strengthened
their relationship with the movement and aimed to create their religious identity through those
circles in Canada in the July 15 post-coup era.
The researchers, Jassal (2013), Vicini (2014), Ahmed (2012), and Cingillioglu (2017),
touched on the importance of the Sohbets in developing a group identity through social
interactions within these circles in Turkey. For instance, Vicini (2014) argued that the young
members of the movement developed their early religious identities through interactions in the
student houses and Sohbets. While they lived together, these youth created a lifestyle that not
only moulded their personalities but also influenced their understanding of religion. Again,
Yavuz (1999) argued that the movement created a new Muslim identity, educational base and
“state-centric Turkish nationalism” through these alternative spaces in Turkey (p.586).

WHAT ARE THE SOHBET EXPERIENCES OF TURKISH CANADIAN MEN IN ONTARIO

155

Interestingly, unlike Yavuz (1999), the researcher in this study observed that, even
though the participants seemed willing to talk about Turkish politics during the interviews, the
participants did not talk much about the Turkish state or nationalism; instead, they seemed to
speak about Canadian culture and being a world citizen. According to some of the participants in
this study, being persecuted by their own state, the Republic of Turkey, weakened their cultural
ties with Turkey, and made them more willing to embrace the culture of their host country,
Canada. As Berry (2005) claimed, there are several operating factors that influence one’s
acculturation process; one of the major ones that emerged in his research was the person’s
negative experiences in their own country. According to Berry, because of the negative
experiences, including politically motivated pyschological trauma, newcomers may choose to
separate or marginalize themselves in the new culture.
The researcher observed that most participants began to separate themselves from
Turkish politics and started following the local news in the Waterloo Region. Even though they
still follow the Turkish news daily, they resent it; they tried to stop talking about negative
experiences in Turkey and the ongoing political struggles between the Turkish government and
the Gülen movement in Turkey.
Espcially, the newcomer participants in this research shared a similar observation that
attending the Sohbets in a new culture helped them to process their culture shock, and at the
same time the Sohbets gave them a room to think about their group and cultural identity within a
diverse society in Canada. On the other hand, for the more experienced Turkish Canadians, the
Sohbets preserved their cultural and religious identity and operated as a safe place for them to
experience their cultural and religious practices over the years. In the Sohbet, they shared their
daily experiences related to the mainstream culture, and at the same time learn more about this
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culture. All the newcomers in this research used to work in the Gülen movement’s institutions,
such as schools, dialogue centres, media outlets, and humanitarian aid agencies before being
persecuted by the Turkish government and fleeing to Canada. While then they lived with similarminded people who shared their culture in Turkey, now they were living in a more diverse
society and in a new culture, mostly as refugees with several ongoing financial, legal, social, and
psychological difficulties. After the July 15, 2016, coup attempt, upon their arrival in Canada, all
of them found themselves unemployed; while they leaned into their soul-searching experiences
in their new country, they attended language schools to facilitate their acculturation efforts.
While these newcomers reconnected with their culture and struggled to preserve their Hizmet’s
identity as a group, at the same time they seemed open to engaging with broader communities
and cultures in Canada.
5.1.5. Attending the Sohbet, loyalty to Hizmet
When the relationship between the Sohbet and Hizmet was discussed, loyalty, or sadakat,
to the movement emerged as a relevant point in this study. Even though loyalty has traditionally
been important in the Gülen movement, after the coup attempt, many members left the
movement, especially in Turkey, fearing incarceration, political and ideological conflicts, and
economic hardships, among other reasons. Since 2016, the movement shattered socially and
financially, and lost great numbers of followers, especially in its country of origin, Turkey. The
Sohbet gatherings were forbidden, and the members who gathered secretly were raided and
incarcerated; therefore, the members of the movement preferred to stay quiet and inactive. As a
result the movement could not survive in Turkey. Outside of the country, however, the Sohbets
became essential platforms for its faithful members, not just as a venue to continue their
relationships with the movement but also to prove their loyalty to it. The majority of the
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participants clearly stated that one’s attendance and performance in the Sohbet became an
indicator of his loyalty to the movement. Yavuz (2013) noted that loyalty has been an important
issue in the movement. He explained that people mostly idealistically adopted the values of the
movement in their personal lives and worldview; however, the movement provided some
incentives for its loyal members, such as bursary, employment, and business opportunities. In
this study, I argue that participants declared their loyalty through attending the Sohbets without
receiving any incentives; in fact, they risked being noticed by the government for attending the
Sohbets in Canada.
The participants in this research explained that preserving their own and their children’s
Islamic and the Hizmet identity in Canada was essential for them; therefore, the Sohbets were
perceived as fundamental places to realize this goal. As Salim Akbar (2011) has argued: “The
religious aspect of identity can become more salient for the immigrant in his new country”
(p.106). For Akbar, some immigrants are more likely to become less religious when they arrive
in a new country, while others become more devout. For the members of the Gülen movement, it
seemed that after surviving state persecution and migrating to a new country, preserving Hizmet
identity and their relationship with the movement became an issue of loyalty for the participants.
Bringing the Sohbet experience to the centre in this study, the members of the movement seemed
more willing to attend the Sohbets and enhance their ties with the movement in Canada.
Attending the Sohbets was perceived as a strong indicator of being loyal and faithful to Hizmet
among the members. Because of the government’s systemic persecution, the members of the
movement gradually lost their interest in Turkey, but strengthened their connections with the
movement. Berry (2005) mentioned isolation and marginalization as reactive acculturation
strategies that some newcomers might demonstrate. Some members of the Gülen movement and
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Sohbet participants seemed to be aware of not letting negative experiences in Turkey affect their
personal and social lives in Canada. Through Sohbets they learned and explored more about
Canada, rather than getting stuck only in their own communities. Most of the participants
expressed their grateful feelings for Canada, which opened the doors for the newcomer Turkish
Muslims in their difficult times. Berry (2005) finds this appreciation an important sentiment for a
strategy of integration.
5.1.6. The way of The Prophet: Peygamber Yolu
Fethullah Gülen (2012) has always claimed that his movement strictly followed Prophet
Muhammed’s path, but with application to today’s world. He conceptualized this adaptation as
“the way of the Messenger, Peygamber Yolu,” indicating that this is authentic Islam in a modern
world (p.132). The researcher observed that Gülen’s understanding of the Prophet was wellreceived by the participants in this study. They often mentioned about how essential for them to
follow the Prophet’s way, Sunnah, in their daily lives, especially now in diaspora, Canada; they
perceived the Sohbets as the sacred platforms where the Prophet Muhammed experienced and
widened the reach of Islam, and built a community of believers in his most difficult times in
Makkah. The participants in this research specifically perceived the Sohbet theologically as a
prophetic way. Similarly, the Sohbets in the Gülen movement were described by Yavuz (2013),
Cingillioglu (2017) and Vicini’s (2014) as a prophetic way to disseminate the divine and
universal message to other people. For instance, Cingillioglu argued that the members often
thought of the Sohbet in relation to the early years of Islam, where Prophet Muhammed formed
his community around small Sohbet groups with his campanions in Makkah, mostly at the one of
his Ashab’s home, Ibn-i Erkam. During those gatherings, the Prophet shared the first revelations
of the Quran and taught the pioneer believers about the new religion. Cingillioglu argued that
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Gülen modeled the same concept and followed in the footsteps of Muhammed, implementing his
way to invite people and expand his movement in secular Turkey. Some participants in this study
stated that Muhammed often gathered his companions around himself, developed a brotherly
friendship with them as their leader, and formed a firm community of believers. The participants
found that the members of the movement perceived the Sohbets as a Prophetic way, as well.
They explained that Fethullah Gülen taught them how to develop a loving relationship with the
Prophet Muhammad and he represented Muhammed’s way most appropriately today in the
modern world. The Sohbet attendees felt a strong sense of brotherly relationship around the
religious issues, since they perceived that their fellow Sohbet friends were all followers of
Prophet Muhammed, who often recommended that Muslims support and take care of their
Muslim friends.
Since most participants in this study perceived Fethullah Gülen’s interpretation of the
Quran as a sound understanding of authentic Islam in today’s world they described the Sohbets
as a Prophetic way of education. Three participants explained that the Prophet experienced
similar persecution in Makkah, and then he and his friends had to leave their home-town for
Madinah, in order to freely practise their religion. In a similar manner to this historical holy
migration experience, the majority of the participants in this research openly call themselves
muhacir, a holy immigrant, just as the Prophets used to call his own companions. The Sohbets
for them are gathering places for muhacirs, or immigrants, and ensars, or helpers, where they
help each other during the settlement and adaptation process. The newcomers perceive
themselves as people who were persecuted by the government because of their lifestyle and
understanding of Islam. The more experienced Turkish Canadians revealed that they felt
obligated to help the newcomers in whatever way they could. They told similar stories from the
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Prophet about how Makkan newcomers were welcomed by the people of Madinah in their
Sohbets gatherings, where they also prayed together, provided support to each other, and
socialised with other Sohbet friends. It seems the participants developed a certain degree of trust
in their Sohbet groups within a relatively short time by also modeling the ways of Muhammed—
how he acted when he emigrated to Madinah because of the persecutions of Makkan nonbelievers.
Similarly, Brian Silverstein’s (2008) description of the Turkish Naqshabendiyas’ Sohbets,
the members of the Gülen movement also practiced the Sohbets primarily to learn and experience
Islam in a way they understand. According to Silverstein (2008), Naqshabendiya Sufis aimed to
follow the footsteps of the Prophet, and they prioritised practicing his teaching in their daily lives
through love (muhabbet) and faithful friendship (uhuvvet) (p.126). For Naqshabendiya Sufis,
sitting together with sincere Sohbet friends and benefitting from each other’s spiritual situations
was critical. Sufis not only their Sheiks, but they treated and served each others brotherly, as well
during the Sohbets. Another significant similarity observed between the Gülen and the Turkish
Naqshibendiyas’ Sohbets was sincerity. Silverstein (2008) described that when Sufis gathered
around a circle for conversation and Dhikr, the sincere behaviors and gestures among the
participants was quite evident. In this study, the researcher observed that “being with friends,”
talking and sharing with them have been mentioned very often by the Gülen’s Sohbet
participants. Sincerity, along with the sake of God, Allah Rızası, was the main intention and
attraction for the participants of the Gülen Sohbets, as well.
5.1.7. Future of Sohbet, future of Hizmet
Since all the academic works on Sohbet in the Gülen movement were conducted in
Turkey, this study is the first of its kind outside of the country, and certainly the first in Canada.
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The participants demonstrated that the members of the movement and the participants of the
Sohbets in Canada were very concerned about the future of the movement in their new country.
They wondered about how they personally and as members of a movement would survive and
evolve in Canada. Even though the participants in this research occasionally discussed ways to
serve the larger community in the Waterloo Region, their own social, financial, and
psychological needs seemed to be at the forefront of their priorities for the time being, given the
toll of the acculturation process. As mentioned in most of the academic works on the movement
(e.g., Yavuz, 2001, 2013; Cingillioglu, 2017), the participants in this research were less
concerned about reaching more people through the Sohbets than connecting with their own
children and families. They mentioned how important it was for them that their children attend
the Sohbets, learn their religion and preserve their moral values in the Sohbets; also, they
believed that this was necessary not only for healthy integration and success in general, but it
was also important for the Gülen movement to continue in Canada. The members of the Gülen
movement might tend to separate themselves from or might be isolated by the other Turkish
groups for ideological or safety reasons; however, the participants in this research seemed to be
willing to be part of the larger Canadian society. Based on the available data in this research, the
researcher argues that the members of the Gülen community do not seem to isolate themselves
from the mainstream Canadian culture. They talked about conducting English Sohbets and
inviting Canadian friends to their Sohbets. In one Sohbet, they discussed the celebration of
Halloween, and the participant explained that the other participants favoured celebrating it. Berry
(2005) found these kinds of involvements and engagements to be positive factors in the
adaptation and acculturation process.
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Additionally, the participants believed that their social and psychological wellbeing, and
the friendships they developed in the Sohbets, were of utmost importance for the future of the
movement in Canada. They believed that community solidarity and a pious life based on Gülen’s
teachings in the Sohbets would protect their authentic cultural and religious identity, which
would set a good example for other non-Turkish and non-Muslim Canadians, ultimately acting as
active social catalysts for positive change.
5.2. Discussion of the Sohbet’s Environment
5.2.1. Spiritual Growth in the Sacred Space
The Sohbets in the Gülen movement, first and foremost, are religious conversation circles
for continuous learning and spiritual growth (Gülen, 2011). Indeed, the researcher, similar to Salih
Cingillioglu (2017, p.211), in this study identified that religious faith and spiritual wellbeing are
significant reasons to attend the Sohbet. Muhamed Ahmed (2012) also claimed that members
attended the Sohbets primarily for religious reasons and to become better Muslims. He argued that
the Sohbets served as the most appropriate places for the members to realise this spiritual goal.
Ahmed also claimed that the members of the movement always looked for opportunities to find
such places to strengthen their spirituality and brotherly bonding with each other.
The spiritual experiences and level of religiousity in the Sohbet environment affected
interpersonal and intrapersonal relationships and spiritually transformed the environment. Gulen
often used this verse to describe the Sohbet’s spiritual environment: “Say: ‘Take on Allah’s
colour.’ And whose colour is better than Allah’s? It is Him that we serve” ” (Quran, 2/138).
Gulen’s Sohbet-I Canan concept was well-received by the participants. Gulen suggested that every
occasion could be a Sohbet platform, and true believers could find ways to centralise every
conversations around religious and spiritual subjects. He believed that in Sohbet-i Canan true
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believers are the mirrors of the names sof God and through their angelic behaviours and actions
they remind God to each others ( http://www.herkul.org/kirik-testi/sohbet-i-canan-2/).
In this study, the researcher observed that the participants found and formed the Sohbet
groups for themselves, and often stated that they attended the Sohbets for sake of God and to please
Him. Deepening the knowledge about God and experiencing Him deeply, marifetullah, in a sacred
environment was identified as one of the most important benefits participants hoped to get out of
their Sohbet experiences. Such motives render the Sohbet’s environment a sacred space, where
participants believe that they foster their spiritual wellbeing and cultivate spiritual relationship
with God and friends.
For Kenneth Pargament (2017), spirituality manifests itself in various ways in our lives,
such that it “is interwoven into the fabric of the everyday” (p.3). Pargament underlined the
significance of spiritually intimate relationships and a spiritually supportive community for the
person’s pyschological wellbeing. The researcher found the Sohbets became essential part of the
members of the Gülen movement’s experience in Canada, and, as religious conversational circles,
provided a context to its participants for their spiritual need and benefits. As Pargament explained,
the researcher also observed that these informal, spiritual settings, as one of the readily available
religious and cultural resources in their new country, positively contributed to the mental health of
their participants. Some participants shared their expereince on how their Sohbet groups had a
positive impact on their psychological stress and even treated their depression. The Sohbets, as
spiritually integrated social gatherings in the Gulen movement, played a significant role in their
psychological wellbeing and social relations for the participants, who often used terms such as
“spiritual, sacred, soulful, serene, intimate, and friendly” to describe their Sohbet environment.
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The researcher observed that for some participants at least Sohbets served as more than just
venues for having spiritual conversations in sacred spaces, but more importantly they enabled
participants to practice spiritual rituals, such as praying and reading Quran, as a group. Besides
Quran and Hadith, as we have seen they studied Said Nursi’s and Fethullah Gülen’s books, which
they perceived spiritually transformed the ambiance in the Sohbet space. Four participants
emphasized the significance of reading together with his Sohbet friends in the Sohbet environment
by stating that this mutual experience of reading books together provid them with more learning
than reading the books alone by themselves at home. Additionally, two more experienced Turkish
Canadian participants mentioned that they read books and were very eager to listen to others while
they read books in the Sohbet, though they do not read any books while they were at home. They
explained that they found their Sohbets conducive to reading and reflection. The Sohbet
environment encouraged them to spend time with books and have more meaningful religious
conversations in which to gain new knowledge.
Majortity of the participants in this study revealed that one of the main reasons for the
Sohbet environment’s more intense spirituality has been as a result of the constant mutual prayer,
reciting Quran, and practicing Tesbihat, a brief selection of pious litanies. The Tesbihat, chanting
the names of God, is practiced after each mandatory prayer. Some of the participants accounted
that they practiced the Tesbihat collectively after the evening prayer. They explained that constant
remembrance of God created a positive energy in the Sohbet environment, which they found
healing and made the Sohbet environment a spiritual atmosphere. For this reason, they described
the environment as a place where they “renew their spiritual world by charging their batteries.”
Brian Silverstein (2002) described the Sufi Sohbets’ spiritual environment as intimate and
sincere, because of mutual remembrance of God, Dhikr, in a circle under the leadership of a Sufi
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master. My field work found that some Sohbets of the Gülen movement in Canada were similar
to the Sufi Sohbets, since the participants chanted together after the group prayer. Two
participants found this group chanting, the Tesbihat, an especially significant part of their Sohbet
experience, though they complained that they cannot do this in every Sohbet they attend.
However, there is a difference between the Tesbihat of the Gülen’s Sohbets and the Dhikr of the
Naqshibendiya’ Sohbet. Since Gülen movement is not a Sufi group, unlike Silverstein’s
Naqashibendiya Sufi Sohbets, they do not have the Dhikr in their gatherings. Some members of
the Gülen movement sometimes recite the Tesbihat, a brief chanting of certain names of God,
just after the prayers. The participants in this research explained that they practice Tesbihat from
time to time in their Sohbets, depending on the Sohbet Abisi’s decision and time mostly. On the
other hand, the Dhikrs is an essential part of the Sufi gatherings, including the Turkish
Naqshibendiya’s.
Ali Zamhari (2010) claimed that through the practice of Dhikr in the Sohbets, called
Majilis Dhikr, the members of various Sufi groups in Indonesia created intimately spiritual
environments and maintain their close relationships with God. They kept practicing of the Dhkir
in their spiritual path to purify their souls and train their egos. Zamhari explained that all the
phareses of the Dhkir in Sufi groups in Indonesia were derived from the authentic resources,
such Quran, Hadith, the special sublications, Duas, of dignitaries of the Naqshibenyah tradition.
People joined the collective Dhikr ceremonies with the guidance of their masters before or/and
after Sohbets. Again, Antoon Geels (2017) studied another Sufi group called Halveti-Jerrahis,
and observed that they practiced the long Dhikr ceremonies after their prayers in the Sohbets. On
the other hand, in the Sohbets of the Gülen movement, even though some participants recited
Quran and briefly chant some names of God, there was no traditional Sufi way of Dhikr practice.
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As a non-Sufi Islamic group, the Gülen movement continuously encouraged its participants to
recite Quran; Cevsen, another special sublication booklet that contains 1000 names and
attributes of God, and the Tesbihat, a selection of pious litanies. Comparing to the Sufi
gatherings, the Sohbets of the Gülen movement, rather, were more conversational and social
occasions than prayerful and ceremonies of collective chanting. While there were even singers
who motivated the participants spiritually in Sufi groups such as the Halveti-Cerrahi gatherings,
in the Gulen movement’s Sohbets, there was only Sohbet abisi, who read and explained the
religious and spiritual subject matters in the groups, and created spiritual and religious
discussions. While in Naqshibendiya and Halveti-Jerrahi Sufi circles, the participants kept their
eyes closed and tried to concentrate on God during the Dhikr ceremonies, in the Sohbets of the
Gülen movement, the participants often talked about various social, cultural, and even political
issues.
Jassal (2013) depicted the Sohbet environment as a spiritual place where genuine
conversation takes place after recitation of the Quran. She argued that even the ladies of the Sohbet
group in Ankara often talked about worldly matters during the Sohbet; they had satisfying religious
conversations and they experienced a certain spirituality in their group. According to Vicini
(2014), since the participants pray and read together and interact sincerely with each other, the
Sohbets operate as integral parts of the spiritual nature of the movement that provide their
participants with opportunities for growth in faith. Vicini highlighted a respectful and “genuine
sincerity” of the student houses where the Sohbets took place in the Gülen movement, stating it
established a warm, spirit-feeding atmosphere that cultivated the participants’ spirituality (p.96).
In this study, the researcher observed that after experiencing political trauma, especially
for newcomer Turkish Muslim refugees, the Sohbets’ spiritual and sacred atmosphere became a
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main space to heal their psychological wounds. Healing came while they were praying, spiritually
contented, and through caring interactions with their friends in the Sohbet.
5.2.2. Six Therapeutic Elements
Roni Burtenshaw (1997) defines therapeutic factor “as a therapeutic element of the group
process” (p.30). He explains these curative elements in the group contribute to the improvement
of a people’s health conditions. Indeed, these factors have been found useful in several group
therapy settings, including grief, addiction, trauma, and obsessive-compulsive disorders (Lesee,
et.al, 2000). Kenneth Bledin (et.al, 2016) argue that Yalom’s therapeutic factors are “widely
accepted as representing the basic mechanisms of therapeutic change in group therapy and are
regarded as fundamental to the dynamics of groups” (p.399). Bledin (et.al, 2016) found that some
of the therapeutic factors, including a sense of belonging and feeling connected, were present in
their research on the people with severe mental health challenges. (2016).
Irvin Yalom (2008) believes that each group therapy form has curative factors unique to
itsef and they are helpful for the client. He asserts, “A persuasive body of outcome research has
demonstrated unequivocally that group therapy is a highly effective form of psychotherapy” (p.6).
According to Yalom (2008), therapeutic factors may emerge during the group process, based on
interactions between the group therapist and the participants, and are beneficial for the participants;
he defined these factors as an “intricate interplay of human experiences” on the change process
(p.12). Yalom (2008) conceptualised and outlined eleven factors that may act as therapeutic
mechanisms in several groups. These factors include: “Instillation of hope, universality, imparting
information, altruism, the corrective recapitulation of the primary family group, development of
socializing techniques, imitative behavior, interpersonal learning, group cohesiveness, catharsis,
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existential factors” (p.12). Yalom found these factors interdependent to each other and arbitrary in
every group (p.11).
McWhirter & Nelson (2014) explain that “speciﬁc therapeutic factors are found to be of
relative importance within different therapeutic groups” (p.367). For example, they identified
that some factors, such as group cohesiveness and catharsis, were found to be more helpful to
people on an alcohol in-patient unit, while other factors, such as instillation of hope and
imparting information, were most important to a group of cancer patients. Drawing on qualitative
data and analysis, this present study finds that therapeutic factors are present in the Sohbet
experiences of its participants. The researcher observed that the Sohbets supplied a great data
about the therapeutic factors, which the participants consider helpful in their experiences. The
Sohbets did provide accessible environments to people for meaningful relationships in their daily
lives. The therapeutic factors also contribute to better understanding of lived experiences of
Muslim men in the Sohbet, which provided learning opportunities and increased social
interaction opportunities to its participants who live in diaspora. The Sohbet encouraged the
participants to create a caring environment in which a therapeutic process occurred.
Since 1975 and Yalom’s publications on the therapeutic factors in group works, the concept
has been widely accepted, and researchers attempted to study, utilise, and compare these curative
factors in their research and group therapy experiences (Buttle, 1983). Indeed, considering the
Sohbets not as formal therapy groups but as spiritually integrared informal support groups, the
researcher observed that most of the factors Yalom (2008) identified were available in the Sohbets,
and they were evidently beneficial for the participants. However, the participants in this study
indicated that some of the factors were not strongly observable in the Sohbet; for instance, the
corrective recapitulation of the primary family group, development of socializing techniques,
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imitative behaviour, or catharsis. Even though the researcher observed that most of the factors
were present at different levels in the Sohbets, he recognised four therapeutic factors emphasized
by the participants, who indicated they experienced these factors in their current groups. These
therapeutic factors are: group cohesion; altruism; installation of hope, and imparting information.
As well as Yalom’s therapeutic factors, exploring the curative factors in the Sohbet groups, the
researcher identified another two therapeutic factors that he observed in the Sohbets in this study:
Ihlas (sincerity and pure intention) and Iltifat (kind blessing). These two therapeutic factors were
not on Yalom’s list, but are this research’s contribution to the group work, which will be discussed
in detail in this chapter.
5.2.2.1. Group cohesion
Group cohesiveness is about the quality of relationships between the therapist and the
group members, and the members’ relations with each other in the group. For a successful
therapy outcome in group work, alliances among the members is critical (Nelson, 2010). Nelson
claims that group cohesiveness is a “prerequisite for the function of other therapeutic factors,”
she found some factors were more dominant than the others in her research on quilting groups
(p.21). Marziali (el.at, 2015) viewed group cohesion as bonds, attitudes and commitments of the
members to the therapeutic work (p. 477). The quality of the relationship in the group, and
connectedness toward to a common goal, increased group cohesion, which resulted in
satisfaction of the members.
In cohesive groups, the participants feel accepted and valued (Tomasulo, 2011). Yalom
(2005) defines the term cohesion as “the group therapy analogue to the relationship in individual
therapy” (p.54), and highlighted the importance and necessity of a good relationship in the group

WHAT ARE THE SOHBET EXPERIENCES OF TURKISH CANADIAN MEN IN ONTARIO

170

work. Elsewhere (1995) Yalom argues that cohesiveness is a primary curative factor in group
therapy, facilitating self-confidence and empathy within the group (p.50). Yalom (2005) explains
that “members of a cohesive group feel warmth and comfort in the group and a sense of
belongingness; they value the group and feel in turn that they are valued, accepted, and
supported by other members” (p.142). Indeed, in this research, some participants of the Sohbets
had a strong sense of solidarity and valued their Sohbet groups more highly than others. The
group cohesiveness in these particular participants’ Sohbets was created by constant sincere acts
and gestures, such as helping each other within and outside of the group. These genuine
interpersonal favours affected the friendship among the participants and it increased the cohesion
in the Sohbet. They reported that it affected their attendance, participation, and sense of
belonging to the group. The participants in this research explained that the Sohbets had
welcoming environments for them where they felt a sense of belonging to their group and also to
the Gülen movement in general.
In a similar way to Yalom, Jean Vanier (1978) stated that people in what he called
authentic communities share their resources and support each other continuously. According to
him, the common vision and goals in such communities create and deepen the sense of belonging
among its members. Vanier believes that a sense of belonging provides healing for the
participants of the authentic community, which does not isolate its members but confidently
connects them to the larger society, where they live. Many participants expressed that they
accepted and understood each other and themselves in their changed realities of the new
language, culture, and society in Canada. A lot of similar uncertainties in their future, such
employment and immigration issues, and their shared experiences of being members of the same
social movement brought them closer to each other in their new country; as a result, they found
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themselves in a need of creating a supporting community. In this study, the researcher argued
that the close relationships, and also the ongoing relationships and several community events,
including home visits, picnics, and travels outside of the Sohbets contributed to group
development and cohesiveness. The Sohbets were essential for the participants to create tightly
knit local Muslim communities that are therapeutic and where they feel safer.
Most participants in this study emphasized that the information they learned and the
relationships they developed in the Sohbets were essential for them to integrate better into the
larger Canadian society. Because they felt well-grounded within a small community, they could
confidently interact with their neighbours and other members of the larger communities. They
talked about their efforts for group development in their Sohbet, and through various intended
situations such as opening their houses to each other, celebrating each other’s small successes
and birthdays, they tried to maintain their Sohbet groups as well-functioning and beneficial for
themselves. Many participants appreciated the socio-pyschological power of their Sohbet groups.
They mentioned that having strong community support, found in their Sohbets, provided them
confidence to interact with the non-Turkish and non-Muslim population in Canada.
The researcher discovered that most of the participants had experienced feeling warmth,
comfort, and trust in the Sohbets; they felt valued there. Overall, being accepted, validated, and
supported by their Sohbet friends emerged as a key theme in the research. The culturally familiar
environment of the Sohbets proved to be important for cultivating supportive meaningful
friendships and a sense of belonging; the participants reported creating mutually satisfying
relationships with their Sohbet friends in their respective groups. Especially the participants’
attitudes and behaviours and the Sohbet abisis’s leadership contributed to cohesion in the Sohbet.
The interactions among the participants and with the Sohbet abisi varied in each Sohbet. The
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researcher observed a few interpersonal conflicts between the members and the Sohbet abisis
affected the group’s cohesion; however, the members overall were aware of these tensions, and
were careful about how could they make the situations work better for themselves in general.
Only one participant in this research had to leave his group because of his conflict with the group
leader.
Vanier (1979) argued that authentic communities with a strong faith component allow
their members to differentiate themselves from the mainstream cultures and celebrate their
uniqueness in order to strengthen their ties with God. For him, the members’ connections with
God give them responsibility and create unity and sense of belonging within the group. The
researcher observed that the main reason for the participants come to the Sohbet, the sake of
God, played an important role to contribute the cohesion in the Sohbet groups in general. With
this intention, the participants tended to see the positive aspects of their Sohbet friends, and were
able to tolerate or ignore each other’s personal mistakes. Again, the majority of participants,
usually middle-aged men, expressed that gathering for religious purposes made them more
tolerant of each other, despite some personal differences. They mentioned that they perceived
other participants in their groups as their “destiny friends” on the same path. In and out of such
Sohbets, the participants developed trust and care for each other. Vanier claimed that caring
people create a caring community, with “the mutual trust” at the heart (p.41). Through mutual
trust, the members feel freer to be themselves and they confidently say whatever think and
believe. As Yalom (2005), for his part, claimed that relationships played a critical role in
cohesive groups, most of participants of the Sohbets in this study highlighted their intimate,
supportive, positive friendships in their group experiences. Indeed, the researcher observed that
the acceptance, empathy, and trust, which Yalom posited as indicators of a cohesive group
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(p.37), were present in the Sohbets the reseracher studied. First and foremost, the Sohbets
provided them a community. On the whole, the participants in this study, especially the
newcomers, often associated both their Sohbet and community experiences with a stronger sense
of cohesion and belonging. No doubt, the Sohbet brought them closer and created small but
cohesive communities that provided a sense of safety — in Yalom’s view (1995), helping to
transform the group into a whole confident community that heals the individuals in it.
The researcher observed that perhaps the strongest kind of relationship that developed
within the Sohbets is, to use the Gülen movement’s terminology, brotherhood, or uhuvvet.
Noticeably, all the participants often used the term “brotherhood” during the interviews to
describe the social cohesion prevalent within the Sohbet environment. Vicini (2014) argued that
the Sohbets provided the space for members of the movement to reconnect with Islam and sameminded fellows; the same can be said of the participants in this study, who found solidarity in
their own Sohbet groups in Canada. As Folkener (2010) and Jasaal (2013) highlighted with
regard to the importance of sisterhood in their studies, the reseracher observed that brotherhood
remained one of the common themes in the Sohbets of the Gülen movement in Canada, and an
indicator of cohesiveness and effectiveness of the Sohbet groups.
Brotherhood has always been an essential concept in the Gülen movement’s culture
(Gülen 2007). This concept is emphasized so much that members of the movement are
encouraged to read the brotherhood chapter, Uhuvvet Risalesi, in Said Nursi’s book (2012),
Lemalar. Nursi advised his own followers to read Uhuvvet Risalesi at least every15 days in order
to enhance their relationships with their fellow brothers within the movement. Gülen followed
the same path; he promoted this chapter and advised his followers to so (p.98). Four newcomers
and three more established Turkish Canadian participants in this study repeatedly expressed their
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gratitude for experiencing sincere brotherhood and a sense of community that they were
experiencing in their Sohbet groups. Much like the Naqshibendi Sufis of Silverstein (2008) and
Zamhari (2010), the researcher observed religious group brotherhood in the members of the
Gülen movement who attended the Sohbets. The researcher argued that such brotherhood is
based on the similar interpretation of Islam and their shared expereinces as members of the same
group; it affected group cohesion positively and provided a therapeutic context to its members.
Compared to the more inward brotherhood in Sufi Sohbets of Turkey and Indonesia, the
participants in this research did not limit their relationships to inside the groups, but took the
Sohbet friendship outside the group. The researcher found that, again contrasting to Silverstein’s
(2008) and Zamhari’s (2010) Sufi brotherhood, the relationships in the Gülen Sohbets were not
limited to only the religious issues. The participants found times to talk about different social,
cultural, and political subjects; some of them asked and helped each other practically in various
aspects of their lives in Canada, such as providing mutual support in terms of finding
employment, insurance deals, and translation services.
As result, the researcher found the group cohesion, as one of the Yalom’s (2005) most
important therapeutic factors, existed and was very well functioning in the Sohbet groups.
Especially, religious motives and the supportive and brotherly relationships in the groups played
an essential role in creating and increasing the group cohesion. The reseracher’s finding about
brotherhood was consistent with those of Vicini (2014), Cingillioglu (2017), Jassal (2013), and
Ahmad (2012), who also highlighted the uhuvvet concept between the Sohbet attendees in their
research. The researcher argued that this traditional concept was still very much present in the
current Sohbet of the movement in Canada. In this study, the researcher reasoned that
brotherhood was not limited to the Sohbet’s meeting, e.g. time and place, but was actually
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embedded in the way individuals behaved outside of the group. Some participants found
brotherhood especially meaningful during their adaptation process in Canada since they knew no
one else but each other.
5.2.2.2. Altruism
Groups offer unique opportunities for people to be of benefit to others (Nelson, 24). The
participants can find themselves as help receiver and giver in group contexts (Yalom, 2005).
They find chances to express themselves and experience that they have something valuable to
offer for others. They offer help, support, insight to each other, and they share their experiences
for the benefits of the group members. Neslon (2010) found this exchange is very therapeutic and
practical. “Such support is often better received from group members than from paid
professionals” (Nelson, 2010, p.24). She observed several altruistic acts and gestures in the small
quilt groups. She noticed that these gestures occurred in natural incidents in different ways,
including story-telling, random jokes. “Support, reassurance and suggestions were offered in the
area of quilting project construction, as well as in response to shared stories of illness and
surgeries” (p.24). She told an anecdote about one of the most notable examples of altruism: “One
member talked in detail about how the quilt group members helped her cope with the experience
of cancer. Through tears, she relayed how quilt group members reached out to her and supported
her physically and emotionally” (p.46). In this research, almost every participant mentioned
about their Sohbet friends’ support and help in various forms. These altruistic behaviours made
the members felt more belong to their Sohbet groups and the Gülen movement.
Brotherhood represents a remarkable form of altruism, which Yalom (2005)
conceptualised as one of the therapeutic factors in group settings. Yalom defined altruism as “a
venerable therapeutic factor in other systems of healing,” explaining that it played an important
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role in healing in religious settings, for instance in Catholic shrines (p.32). He claimed that group
therapy is the only therapy model that offers the participants an “opportunity to be of benefit to
others” (p.13). He further argued that the level of altruism is a clear indication of the
cohesiveness of a group, that its members enjoy giving and receiving help from each other.
Similarly, Fethullah Gülen (2012) asserted that one of the key features of his movement was
altruism, which he calls isar, and he summarised the term as “living a life for others” (p.287).
According to Gülen (2012) altruism is “devoting oneself to the lives of others in complete
forgetfulness of all concerns of one’s own, it is self-annihilation in the interests of others”
(p.141). Some of the more experienced Sohbet participants in this research mentioned that the
most healing part for them in attending to the group was how they were beneficial for their
friends, either with their money, time, knowledge and advice, or sometimes just being with them
in their difficult times. Indeed, the researcher observed that the participants were available to
support each other at different levels; they explained that they eagerly helped each other inside
and outside of the Sohbet. They confided in each other about personal issues, such as social and
individual problems, exchanged advice, and provided financial support. Even small gestures
were perceived as altruism, whether they were opening one’s house to host the Sohbets,
preparing food, pouring a glass of tea, opening the door for another, or driving each other to the
Sohbets. In their interviews the participants provided many examples about their friends’
altruistic behaviours.
Yavuz (2013), Vicini (2013) and Cingillioglu (2017) observed that altruism was already
known and internalised by the members of the Gülen movement, since its members were actionand service oriented. The members, they all note, usually worked on mutual social and
educational projects together, and they supported each other in their personal lives as well. In
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this study, the participants demonstrated that various levels of altruism were experienced in the
Sohbet groups and they believed these behaviours and attitudes played important roles in the
healing process of the entire movement’s members in the Waterloo Region. The participants
reported several altruistic experiences in their interviews and acknowledged that physical and
financial sacrifices happened in and outside of the Sohbet; they claimed that these would not be
forgotten for years. The more experienced Turkish Canadians, especially, hosted many
newcomers in their houses when they first arrived in Canada, co-signed for their rental houses,
and helped them in different ways outside of the Sohbet. While these gestures brought people
closer to each other, the sense of belonging to the movement among the members increased at
the same time. In Sohbet groups, the participants often raised money for Turkish refugees from
the Gülen movement in Greece. Although most of the newcomer participants worked as UBER
drivers, cleaners, or dishwashers, they still donated money for those who lost their employment
in Turkey.
In the Sohbet, people generously hosted the groups in their houses, and served each other
in the process. Indeed, altruistic behaviours, especially the ones newcomers received from the
more experienced Turkish Canadian Muslims, had a profound effect because they helped
establish a welcoming atmosphere in the new country. Yalom (2005) argued that helping and
sacrificing for others gave them self-esteem and meaning in their lives. He upheld that people in
cohesive groups “offer support, reassurance, suggestions, insight; they share similar problems
with one another” (p.33). Two Turkish Canadian men who were more established especially
emphasized that they learnt the true meaning of generosity from Fethullah Gülen; they explained
that, in these difficult times, they felt obligated to help the newcomers by opening their house to
them for weeks, and supporting them financially. This sort of altruistic behaviour is not an
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uncommon practice in the Gülen movement, especially after the July 15, 2016, incidents. This
research confirmed that providing Sohbet friends with even basic help and friendly favours and
gestures, both in and outside of the Sohbet, was a joyful experience for them, and they felt
satisfied and blessed.
Silverstein (2008) and Zamhari (2010) indicated that, as a collective practice of Islamic
spirituality, Sufism demonstrated altruistic acts among Sufi brothers during the Sohbets.
Preferring your brother for yourself and various forms of altruism is a well-established
traditional value in Sufism. Sufis who belong to the same path prayed for each other, donated
money and offered meal, tea, and water to each other. In this research, too, the participants
provided noted often that their Sohbet friends offered meals and other Iltifats, such as tea, dessert
and treats, during the Sohbets. However, again their altruism was not limited to the Sohbet. The
group members were well-connected with each other outside of the Sohbets, and they found
opportunities to practise various altruistic acts and works.
5.2.2.3. Instillation of hope
The groups have the potential to generate hope for their participants in their moments of
despair. The participants simply observe improvements in the other members and become
inspired by this change. For instance, in AA (Alcoholics Anonymous) meetings, members share
testimonials that give hope to the others that change is possible. Indeed, “members are often
inspired by the presentations and success stories of other members who bring a project to
completion) (p.21). The participants may receive support, insight, and hope from other group
members in several matters, such grief, depression, and addiction (Nelson, 2010). Religious
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gatherings like the Sohbets, can potentially provide hope for the participants not only hereafter
but for this world, as well.
The participants in this research revealed that attending the Sohbet and talking about these
stressful events in their personal lives gave them comfort at least and made them feel better about
themselves. One of Yalom’s (2005) therapeutic factors, universality, was also observable to a
certain degree in the participants’ revelations. Yalom argued that group members’ sharing of
their intra and interpersonal issues and pain in a group context can give a sense to the other
members that they are not alone, and that everyone has problems in their own lives.
Especially since the July 15, 2016, incidents in Turkey, the members of the Gülen
movement in Turkey and abroad have faced difficult times. While the members in Turkey are
either in prisons or in hiding, the members outside of country strive to build a new life in the
countries they claimed as refugees. While these immigrants struggle with financial, social, and
psychological challenges, the more experienced Turkish Canadian members of the movement
mostly tried to welcome the refugees and organise fundraising events for the other members left
behind and suffering. When the participants in the Waterloo Region sat in a circle together, they
brought their traumatic experiences and latest unpleasant developments about the movement into
the Sohbet room. They shared the latest developments, and shared stories of people dying as they
fled the country, arrests and imprisonment because of their affiliations to the movement, etc. The
never-ending news about the persecution against the movement and current challenges now
experienced in Canada often put the members into despair in their personal and social lives. In
this study, the researcher observed that when the opportunity arose, the participants talked about
the difficulties they have been going through in their Sohbet groups in more detail.
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Along with the universality factor, what was more observable in the participants’ sharing,
was the concept of instillation of hope. The participants felt confident in their friends’ presence
in the same Sohbet atmosphere and found hope and comfort in their conversations. Hearing each
other’s voices and personal stories helped. Sharing included not just the problems, but
occasionally also positive developments regarding the movement and personal lives. Good
stories from Turkey or around the world relating to the movement, and the participants’ own
success stories of their daily lives in Canada, gave them hope and healed their negative moods.
They constantly emphasized how important sharing and hearing good news was for their survival
and success in Canada. On the other hand, when they shared a bad experience or bad news with
their Sohbet friends, they offered help or/and suggestions to each other, building resilience. The
participants in their conversations before and after Sohbets, sometimes even during the Sohbets,
found healing through sharing and listening to each other’s problems; in so doing, those who
struggle emotionally, socially, and financially felt that they were not alone. The researcher noted
that some participants knew a lot of things about the other members’ personal lives, including his
relatives in Turkey, family issues, and financial difficulties. As one participant explained it in
detail, knowing such problems made him forget his own issues. In such situations, the
participants gave and received home from their Sohbet friends. Yalom (2008) claims that
creating hope in difficult situations is crucial to group therapy. Believing faithfully that the
problems are temporary and resolvable has especially great benefits for the participants’
psychological health.
Living in the same community with almost the same conditions, and knowing that, gave
the participants hope. Some of the participants in this study frankly expressed that Canada
equalised them in many respects, financially and socially. They felt they were now in the same
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boat and become “friends in a shared destiny” and they had similar goals of learning the
language and start a new career. Yalom (2005) explains that having shared expectations about
the situations gave participants hope and made the process more therapeutic. The participants in
this research seemed to have some mutual goals and expectations in their groups, such as
learning more about the religion, striving to remain in the Gülen community, and practice the
religion. Also they have similar goals outside of their Sohbet groups, such as learning English,
finding employment, organizing a fundraising event for their friends in Turkey, visiting and
inviting their Canadian friends to share their experiences of hardship in Turkey and Canada.
They brought these issues to the group discussion in the Sohbets. The participants emphasized
that when they shared positive developments, job opportunities, or good news about the Gülen
movement, they got excited and spread the news to their families or on online platforms. The
participants shared their experiences with the other people in their groups weekly, and people
who succeed more than others in their personal lives during the integration become “living
inspirations” for others (Yalom, 2005, 43).
Some participants liked sharing and listening to success stories in their Sohbet groups.
The researcher argued that some of the participants longed to hear or create success stories that
would give hope to the others. Only one participant mentioned that he was concerned about a
possible unhealthy and fierce competition in the community about buying new houses, cars,
succeeding children, or getting good job in the near future; however, the researcher observed that
most of the participants presented themselves as creating success stories and accomplishing
something that would be a source of hope for the community. Three participants mentioned the
same person’s success story in the community, which gave them hope they could do the same.
These positive developments, and sharing and talking about them, enabled individuals to engage
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with larger communities, stay hopeful about the future, and also look for opportunities. The
researcher observed that majority of the Sohbet participants in this study mobilized the good
news, success, and inspirational developments in their Sohbet groups and encouraged each other
to be more active and to engage with the non-Turkish population in the Waterloo Region.
The participants revealed that the Sohbets became the platforms for constant giving and
receiving hope. They faced various challenges in their daily lives; when faced with these
challenges, they continually called each other, asked for help, and offered it when possible. It
became clear that they mostly faced similar issues, such as parenting issues at either their own
language schools or their children’s schools, finding an inexpensive house rental, immigration
matters, car insurance, obtaining a driver’s licence, and finding a job. Therefore, they gave
advice, comforted and consoled each other. The researcher noted that they indeed cheerfully
promoted an expectation that good things would happen, and they motivated each other to strive
for a better life in Canada. For Yalom (2005), the power of expectation and shared goals are very
important; these motivate the participants to think that a solution is possible. In this study the
participants explained that the conversation with each other reinforced positive expectations and
increased their belief and confidence to do good things in their new country.
5.2.2.4. Imparting information
According to Nelson (2010), there are two ways that people in therapy groups impart
information: “by offering direct education and by offering advice from other members” (p.23).
She argued that the best way was experiential learning and teaching within a condusive “context
of partnership and collaboration” (p.23). Learning through advice-giving and experience-sharing
in a safe place through natural interpersonal relations are more sustainable and effective.
Especially, since people disclose more honestly in intimate and sincere atmospheres, sharing and
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advice-giving can be enriching and have more impact on a person’s life. The Sohbet provided an
environment to some of the participants who experienced great learning through not only asking
but sharing, as well. The researcher noticed that the participant could talk about almost
everything in Sohbet environments, especially before or after the Sohbet. Some participants,
especially the ones who had limited English, were not shy to ask each other several questions
and practical advice, such as how can they be an UBER or truck driver, how can they apply for
OSAP to go to Conestoga College’s language courses. During the interviews and focus group,
they often mentioned how essential this information and experience sharing was for their lives,
especially at when they arrived in Canada.
The Gülen movement has been described as a faith-based movement whose participants
usually are well-educated, well-traveled, and well-organized (Yavuz, 2013). Indeed, in this
study, for instance, all the participants, except one, had a university degree and traveled and
worked in different parts of the world. Since the Gülen movement was defined as an educational
movement by most of the researchers on the subject (Kalyoncuoglu, 2005; Turam, 2007; Agai,
2001); Yavuz, 2013; Cingillioglu, 2017), the movement includes a high number of teachers
among its membership. While the participants in the Sohbets of this study shared their
experiences within the Gülen movement and in Canada, they also exchanged knowledge,
information, and experience. Five participants in this study explained that they were more
talkative and shared more information, because they are used to talking and teaching in their
teaching professions. Yalom (2005) finds that open and friendly sharing of information is very
therapeutic in the groups, because the members feel better through learning and/or teaching in
the group process. The researcher argued that because of the strong psycho-educational aspect of
the Gülen Sohbets, the participants constantly made suggestions, imparted vital and practical
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information, and provided guidance for each other; they psychologically felt better about
themselves. The participants became a resource for each other and constantly demonstrated that
they were able to provide beneficial and practical information about their new lives in Canada.
Yalom (2005) noted that imparting information among his eleven therapeutic factors in
group psychotherapy plays a key role in improving the participants’ mental health. When more
experienced Turkish Canadian Muslim men shared their practical knowledge, insights and lived
experiences about Canada, the researcher observed that they felt more useful. They often talked
about how their sharing was beneficial for the newcomers. Experienced Turkish Canadians in the
Sohbets occasionally taught the participants practical social skills to help them survive in their
new country and helped them find jobs related to their skills and training. They claimed that
much information passed to the newcomers in their first few months in Canada could only be
learned after many years in the new country. Because of these exchanges, which included
teaching and learning experiences, they called the newcomers “lucky.” Indeed, the researcher
noted that the newcomer Sohbet participants were aware of this invaluable help and the were
grateful for this. Also, the same Turkish Canadian participants mentioned that they learned new
and updated information from the newcomers. The researcher agrees with Yalom that imparting
information has a strong therapeutic power that makes people believe they are useful and
beneficial to others. Despite mostly the positive experiences in imparting information, the
resreacher encountered two negative incidents during the interviews. While one newcomer
participants complained that some people in the community did not share enough information
essential for newcomers, only one more experienced Turkish Canadian participant mentioned
that some of his newcomer friends did not appreciate the information he provided for them; in
those cases he declined to give them any more advice or information.

WHAT ARE THE SOHBET EXPERIENCES OF TURKISH CANADIAN MEN IN ONTARIO

185

In the literature on the subject, especially Cingillioglu (2017), the Sohbets were perceived
as educational platforms by some researchers. When Cingillioglu examined the Sohbets through
the lens of adult education theories, he explained that businessmen learned Islamic information,
social skills, even business insights in the Sohbets through constant information sharing.
Businessmen exchanged information and knowledge with each other and the Sohbets abisis
during interactive and intimate conversations in the Sohbet. For Yalom (2005), this meaningful
exchange in a group setting has a strong therapeutic element for the participants. Even though the
Sohbets were not designed specifically as psycho-educational settings or self-help group
programs, the researcher observed that these ongoing supportive groups have an educational and
training process. The Sohbet abisi talks or preaches directly to the Sohbet participants mostly in
didactic ways. The researcher observed the significance of sharing information in the Sohbets in
a way that encourages the exchange of information and knowledge among its participants and
often invites the experienced members to share with the group. The participants noted that
members usually seemed open to receive and give new information. Lastly, the researcher
observed that Sohbet leadership also plays an important role in information-sharing, as some
leaders are not flexible enough to allow the participants to talk about issues other than religious
and spiritual. Some participants expressed the view that the Sohbet abisi needed to be open and
willing to encourage others to share their information with group members.
5.2.2.5. Ihlas, Sincerity
The researcher in this study identified a therapeutic factor in the Sohbet groups called
Ihlas, which was not listed in Yalom’s therapeutic factors (2005). Ihlas, an Arabic word and
Quranic concept, is a commonly used term within the Gülen movement’s circles that means,
simply, sincerity and purity of intention (Gülen, 2011, p.56). Said Nursi, Gülen’s master, talked a
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lot about the concept of Ihlas and he wrote a specific chapter on the topic (Nursi, 2002, p.187).
In order to establish firm solidarity amongst themselves, as noted earlier, Nursi recommended to
his followers to read this chapter “at least in every two weeks” (p.187). He defined the term as
follows:
Ihlas is the most important principle in works pertaining to the Hereafter in particular; it is
the greatest strength, and the most acceptable intercessor, and the firmest point of support,
and the shortest way to reality, and the most acceptable prayer, and the most wondrous
means of achieving one’s goal, and the highest quality, and the purest worship (p.187).
Further, Nursi (2002) outlined four aspects of Ihlas that his students should consider as their
guiding principles in their lives. First, “you should seek Divine pleasure in your actions. If
Almighty God is pleased, it is of no importance even should the whole world be displeased. If
He accepts an action and everyone else rejects it, it has no effect” (p.188). He explained the
second one in this way: “not to criticize your brothers who are employed in this service of the
Qur’an, and not to excite their envy by displaying superior virtues” (p.188). The third rule of
Ihlas, according to Nursi, is: “You should know that all your strength lies in sincerity and truth.
Yes, strength lies in truth and sincerity (p.190). The fourth and final rule is “to imagine your
brothers’ virtues and merits in your own selves, and to thankfully take pride at their glory”
(p.191). These principles of Ihlas were often repeated not only by Nursi’s students, but the
followers of the Gülen movement, as well.
Gülen (2011) explained that a person who has Ihlas should close himself to every
materialistic thing in this world, other than God’s appreciation (p.57). In his view, Ihlas requires
a sincere heart, pure intention, and well-focused mind (p.57). Gülen (2012) distinguished Ihlas as
one of the most valuable qualities that an ideal Muslim could have and he explained the term as
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“pursuing nothing worldly while worshipping and obeying God, that one fulfills the duty of
servanthood only because God orders it”; he advises his followers to be sincere in their deeds
(p.56). For Gülen, people only become people of God through having Ihlas, and he believes that
having Ihlas boosts the believer’s self-confidence and self-esteem. Ihlas was one of most
mentioned words during the interviews and focus group discussion. The researcher noticed that
for the participants, Ihlas meant a lot and when it came to explain the reasons of their Sohbet
attendance and describing their relationships between each other and God, they often used the
concept of Ihlas, and they put the word into the center of their Sohbet experiences. The
researcher observed that the participants created a higher purpose and intention for themselves
through practicising Ihlas, and it was perceived as a main source of contentment and healing by
the participants.
The participants in this study often explained the reason for coming to the Sohbets
with Ihlas. They found that Ihlas made the Sohbet environment comforting, by which they meant
a spiritual feeling created through interactions with sincere and genuine participants. They used
this term often to describe their intention, their motivation, their spiritual experiences in the
Sohbet, and the sacredness of the Sohbet environment. They reported the term as a motivating
force of the participation in the Sohbet. The participants believed that for optimal benefit of the
Sohbet, acceptance of their prayers and building a faith-based, long-standing friendship with
their Sohbet friends, the practice of Ihlas was a necessity. Ihlas was a contagious feeling for
them in the Sohbet environment.
Thomas Michel (2011) identified Ihlas as one of the most characteristic tenets of the
Gülen movement. He argued that Gülen borrowed this concept from Nursi (2001), and he
rightfully situated it into the heart of his movement and motivated his followers with this notion.
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Michel defined Ihlas as the purifying intention to serve oneself, community, and God. Vicini
(2008), for his part, defines the term as “seeking God’s appreciation for every action” (p.74).
Through constant emphasis on and promotion of the term by Gülen, Ihlas gained a great
importance in the personal and social lives of the members in the movement and it became a
main motivator in their actions and behaviours.
Even though Yalom (2005) did not put a special emphasis on spirituality in his group
therapy theories and did not mention a similar therapeutic factor, the researcher in this study
observed that Ihlas had a great potential to give existential meaning to its participants and
created a therapeutic effect on them. The participants practiced Ihlas through their sincere and
kind behaviour in the Sohbet. They imitated each other’s positive attitudes and behaviours, they
praised each other’s successes and expressed comfort for their failures, they smiled and
addressed each other respectfully; at the same time, the majority emphasized the destructive
power of gossiping and they strove to avoid it within and outside of the Sohbets. On the other
hand, the researcher observed that the participants, in their experience in the Sohbet, prioritised
to maintain their pure intention with each other. They often reported becoming more altruistic,
non-judgmental, emphatic, and spiritually content in their gatherings. When Ihlas was felt in the
Sohbet room and in the behaviour and attitudes of the Sohbet attendees, they observed that they
felt better psychologically, spiritually, and socially. Some of the participants expressed their
feelings related to Ihlas and they explained how essential it is for them to have a pure intention,
Ihlas, in everything they do. For instance, as five participants mentioned, they checked their
feelings and intentions before they go to the Sohbet. Believing that their friends also attend the
Sohbet with pure intention for the sake of God created trust, confidence, and intimacy in the
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group. With the feelings of Ihlas, the participants felt better about themselves, and confident in
their relationship with each other and, most importantly, with God.
While Ihlas was not studied by the other researchers, the reseracher found this fundamental
concept of the Gülen movement to be an important therapeutic factor in the Sohbet groups. As a
result, the researcher observed that Ihlas has the ability to transform a Sohbet environment into a
therapeutic and healing place.
5.2.2.6. Iltifat, Blessing
When the researcher attempted to explore the physical aspect of the Sohbets based on the
lived experiences of the participants in the Gülen movement, he noticed that this aspect was
totally ignored in the other research studies. Also, comparing the spiritual, psychological, and
social aspects of the Sohbet, the researcher observed that the participants shared little information
about the physical benefits of the Sohbet. The researcher identified an effective healing element
in this domain, because when the participants felt welcomed, treated and physically nourished in
the Sohbet environment, they agreed they felt more comfortable psychologically and physically
powerful to pray more. This result seems to correspond with Jassal’s (2013) findings, where
women in the Gülen movement in Ankara prepared luxury lunches for the Sohbet participants,
held religious conversations, and engaged in friendly chat and laughter around the food. In this
middle class women’s Sohbet group in Turkey, iltifat was important. Participants talked about
food shopping, ingredients, and preparation; sometimes they prepared food and ate together.
Similarly, Vicini (2014) called the food in Sohbets ikram in Turkish (p.168). He observed that
the students in the Gülen movement’s houses prepared the meals in turn, individually or as a
group, and they enjoyed talking around and about the food every day, especially at breakfast and
dinner.
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All the research mentioned food as an important component in the Gülen movement’s
Sohbets. In this study, the researcher called this concept iltifat, an often-used word in the Gülen
movement—iltifat instead of using Vicini’s (2014) preferred term ikram. The researcher noted
that the participants use this word, iltifat, more often and felt it is more easily understood than
ikram. Iltifat is a term the participants in this research also used to refer to dinner, tea, dessert,
and fruits, altogether. It also describes the host’s generous and altruistic attitudes and behaviours,
for example, welcoming the guests and the ways in which the host takes care of guests in
general. The participants talked about the food with each other, mostly before and after the
Sohbet. The researcher was told that the kind of iltifat prepared now in Canada is more modest in
comparison to their Sohbets in Turkey; one reason for this is the newcomers’ budgets.
Nevertheless, the researcher also observed that some participants tried to empathise with their
friends in Turkey who did not have enough resources. Five participants admitted they felt guilty
for eating plenty of food not just in the Sohbet but at home as well, while their friends and their
children could not find enough food to eat. Additionally, some participants found such heavy
iltifats a burden for their families, asserting that the abundance took the attention and intention
away from the real goal of a Sohbet.
When the majority of participants opened their houses to the Sohbets every week, they
prepared some surprises for their Sohbet guests, such as serving culturally familiar food for them.
Some hosts prepare maqlube, meat with rice, a characteristic dish in the Gülen movement. This
special food was eaten together from the same plate and evoked emotional memories for the
participants about their own, and the movement’s past. Again, when guests arrived, they shook
hands and hugged each other firmly and jokingly. These welcoming interactions at the beginning
of the Sohbet connected the participants physically and bonded them spiritually to each other.
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Sitting together and sharing the food around the same table plays a major role in establishing
social bonds.
The participants repeated that tea was one of the most significant components of the
Sohbets. All of them mentioned tea, and they could not imagine a Sohbet without tea. Three
participants complained about the tea in the Waterloo Region, saying that since they arrived in
Canada they had not had good tea to drink. The participants found that tea, considered as a
healer, was the most important iltifat. For example, one newcomer summarised this very well:
“Two red things in a Sohbet are a must; one is Said Nursi’s red-covered books and the other one
is red-coloured tea.” The researcher found that preparing and drinking tea during the Sohbet and
talking about it became a well-established routine in the groups; it was observed that this kind of
iltifat was itself therapeutic for all the participants.
As Zamhari (2010) noted in some Sufi groups’ Dhikr gatherings in Indonesia, they served
meal, tea, and special water as Iltifat. “In addition to the meal, special water called blessed water
is provided for the ritual participants at every entrance. To obtain this water people should
voluntarily give a small amount of money” (p.187). Silverstein (2008) mentioned food and drink
in the Naqshibendiya’s Sohbets, too; however, both Zamhari and Silverstein mentioned that these
gatherings took place in mosques or Sufi shrines, instead of at private houses, as occurs in the
Gülen Sohbets. There, Iltifats were arranged by the hosts, who changed every week, as did
Iltifats.
5.2.3. Interpersonal dynamics in the Sohbet group: Sohbet Friendship and Leadership
The researcher identified two types of attendees within in the Sohbet setting: Sohbet abisi
and Sohbet listeners. The participants provided substantial information about interactions
between each other and with the Sohbet abisi, the facilitator of the group. The researcher
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observed that the leadership position of the Sohbet abisis was generally offered respect from the
participants. He, as a facilitator, was perceived as one of the most knowledgeable from a
religious standpoint and was responsible for continuity of a particular Sohbet. Cingillioglu
(2017) found that all of the Sohbet abisis had a background in theology; however, in this study, it
was found that they had quite diverse educational backgrounds, including medicine, education,
engineering, journalism, and theology. Again, while Vicini (2014) claimed that a Sohbet abisi
must be a senior person in the group, the researcher in this study found that age seniority was
insignificant. Instead, the participants in the Sohbets of the Waterloo Region emphasized the
responsibility and open-mindedness of the Sohbet abisi.
On a different note, Cingillioglu (2017) observed that Sohbet abisis worked professionally
and earned a salary in Turkey, but in the Waterloo Region, the position was voluntary and
perceived as a sacrifice because the leaders could simply not accept the responsibility, and could
work somewhere else to make money at that time, instead of preparing and inviting people for
the Sohbet. In terms of appointing a Sohbet abisi, the participants’ input about who, and which
authority, appointed them for each Sohbet group was lacking. Some participants mentioned that
the board that operates activities in the Turkish community appointed the Sohbet abisi for certain
groups. This differs from the process within Sufi groups, where Sufi Sohbets were conducted and
led only by a notable Sheikh or a person appointed by the Sheikh (Silverstein, 2008). Therefore,
instead of the very hierarchical system prevalent in Sufi Sohbets, the relationship between
listeners and leaders takes a more informal nature that remains deeply rooted in the concept of
brotherhood.
Yavuz 2013), Ahmed (2012), and Vicini (2014) each noted that the Sohbet abisis had highly
respected positions not just in the Sohbets but also within the movement in general, and that,
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depending on the kind of the Sohbet, they were usually senior members with theological
backgrounds. Cingillioglu (2017) mentioned the importance of the Sohbet abisis’ theological
background and their Islamic lifestyles. In this study, the researcher observed that the
participants’ comments about the qualifications possessed by the selected Sohbet abisis were
sparse. The researcher identified certain attributes that an ideal Sohbet abisi must have, based on
what he heard from his interviewees:
1- The Sohbet listeners expected the Sohbet abisi to live up to his preaching, that is to
embody in his personal life what he teaches in his Sohbets.
2- Some participants wanted their leaders to be more open and democratic, and share the
leadership power. They expected the Sohbet abisi to function only as a facilitator, so
everybody would have chance to speak freely and equally.
3- The participants appreciated a leader who was sincere, well-versed in Islamic sciences,
patient, effective in time management, and well-prepared. The leadership style of the
Sohbet abisi was perceived as critically significant for the sustainability and outcome of
the Sohbet.
4- The participants expect the Sohbet abisi to have good time management skills, for
example starting and finishing the Sohbets on time.
5- Overall, the participants do not appreciate the Sohbet abisis speaking about politics.
Interestingly, in this research, one Sohbet abisi also complained that the participants often
talked about political matters.
6- Some participants expect the Sohbet abisi to allow people to talk about their social and
personal issues and challenges more during the Sohbets.
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The literature reviewed for this research proved that the Sohbets represented a central
element in the Gülen movement, given their social significance in the lives of their members. In
general, the participants of this research study recounted socially positive experiences in their
Sohbets. Among these benefits is the genuine interaction observed between the members, which
led to the development of strong community relationships. On the dynamics of relationships
within Sohbets, Salih Cingillioglu’s (2017) argued that attendees in Turkey had long-established
friendships with each other, and it was through those friendships that future Sohbet participants
learned about Sohbets and later became members themselves. This study revealed a different
dynamic, however, within the Canadian context; leaders in the Turkish community in Canada
formed the Sohbet groups randomly so that most of the attendees had never met prior to the first
Sohbet meeting. They socialised in the Sohbet and formed friendships that eventually extended
outside of the groups.
The previous academic works of Cingillioglu (2017), Jassal (2013), Muhammed (2012),
and Vicini (2013) on the Sohbets illustrated better the positive relationships among the
participants in general. However, the researcher in this study observed that, at times, it seemed
some interpersonal conflicts arose during the Sohbet. For instance, the professional competition
amongst some newcomers led to conflict. Four participants who had met in a particular Sohbet
setting decided to establish a business partnership, which turned out to be unsuccessful. Also,
there was another incident where a teacher and an I.T. consultant who belonged to the same
Sohbet group applied to the same job; the two members experienced a disagreement, and
eventually neither was hired. One participant said he observed another personal conflict between
two newcomers because both applied the same position and only one of them was hired. One of
them left the Sohbet group. These kinds of interpersonal conflicts were not observed in the other

WHAT ARE THE SOHBET EXPERIENCES OF TURKISH CANADIAN MEN IN ONTARIO

195

academic works, especially the ones in which Yavuz (2013) and Cingillioglu (2017) mentioned
the Sohbets attended by business people.
In a Naqshbandi Sohbet, Silverstein (2008) observed, the participants talk very little, rarely
ask questions, do not take note, but respectfully listen to the Master. When Sohbet is finished,
they pray together and practice a Dhikr called Hatme-i Hacegan, “an invocation of memory of
earlier pious personalities, Naqshbandi, Suﬁs, and other Muslims, with special emphasis on
ﬁgures” of this Sufi group (p.122). The masters of the Sohbets have been careful to remain on the
main theme, which “meant to be taken to heart by listeners and to become a part of their daily
practice and the continuous devotional exercises” (p.134). Silverstein observed that they study
Hadith during their approximately two-hour-long Sohbets. They first read the each Hadith in
Arabic, and then they interpret them “with examples given from daily occurrences and historical
anecdotes” (p.123). In this Sufi group’s Sohbets, the listeners sit on the carpet, and some people
serve tea constantly during the Sohbet. Amongst the main themes in this Sufi group’s Sohbet
were “goodness (iyilik) and morality (ahlak)” 125. Silverstein observed that the listeners were
primarily concerned about “how one can become predisposed to ethical practice and avoidance
of sin” 127. Therefore the participants’ focus was to discipline themselves and be knowledgably
and alert about good ethics, Islamic virtues, and spiritual hazards that challenge them in their
daily lives.
The participants revealed that some of the Sohbet friendships extended outside the
groups. Many participants mentioned that they met and developed strong relationships with their
Sohbet friends and had begun seeing each other outside of the Sohbet group. For instance, they
organised several extra-group activities, such as picnics and breakfasts. Their families, too,
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became involved in such extra-group activities. The researcher finds this significant, especially
in terms of the Sohbets’ ability to create a community and make an impact on the larger society.
Most of the participants briefly mentioned the stress they faced in their daily lives from
living in a new country. They addressed the main causes of this acculturation stress as language,
culture, financial and parenting concerns, besides the traumatic events they had been through in
Turkey, travelling to Canada, and the immigration process in Waterloo Region. As Gurrola and
Ayon (2010) explained, the immigrants faced various health problems in their new country
because of social issues and lack of community support. In the Sohbets, Turkish Muslim people
found and created alternative positive social context and small local communities, which directly
contributed the participants’ mental and spiritual health. High community participation in events
and Sohbets in community centre and houses especially enabled them support each other; it also
helped them stay away from crimes, other unhealthy incidents, and marginalization. Through
Sohbets, the participants developed better coping strategies, such as helping each other in daily
life, giving advice, and sharing experiences-, against the discrimination in daily life. Mikkonen
and Raphael (2010) also claimed that discrimination and lack of community support affect
Canadians’ health; as a preventative measure, they recommended the newcomers engage with
the local communities around them to benefit socially, physically, and psychologically. The
Turkish Canadian Muslim men who attend the Sohbets in Waterloo Region naturally found such
communities, and the researcher argues that these engagements were extremely critical for their
well-being.
5.2.4. Creating a Community: Refuge for refugees
As briefly mentioned above, the Sohbets of the Gülen movement in Canada played a
critical role in building community during the distressing times for the movement and its
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members. Most of the participants in this study migrated to Canada as refugees from seven
different countries. As members of the Gülen movement, they began a process of creating a new
community within a new culture in Canada as soon as they gathered in the Sohbet groups circles.
The researcher argues that the newcomers especially needed such support groups in their early
days in Canada. For the participants, who did not know English at all, the Sohbets became vital
for several reasons, but most importantly to feel they belonged to a community as they faced
cultural shocks in their daily lives in the new culture.
John W. Berry (2005) discussed acculturation as an inevitable process that creates
significant social, cultural, physical health, and psychological changes through the newcomers’
migratory experiences (p.34). The participants in this study revealed that they have been facing
ongoing positive and negative experiences in their personal lives in Canada. The researcher
observed that the participants found an opportunity at least once a week in the Sohbets to process
the cultural shock and acculturation stress with their friends and to support each other in their
new journey. For instance, three participants used the word “oasis” as a metaphor to explain the
cultural and spiritual significance of the Sohbets in their lives. They indicated that they
psychologically and even physically relaxed in the Sohbet. The participants commented that
support of their Sohbet friends was very valuable for maintaining their personal, religious, and
social identities in Canada. Most of them perceived attending the Sohbets, being with their
friends, a significant routine in their lives, one that helped them to develop socially, spiritually,
and culturally. Three new and one old participant also emphasized that they would be lost in
Canada, culturally and even personally, if they did not go to Sohbet meetings regularly.
To this point, the researcher argued here that the community support emerging from the
Sohbets, especially for settling newcomers, helped them adapt and integrate to Canadian society.
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The researcher observed that, while the participants find opportunities to preserve and maintain
their religious and cultural identity, at the same time, the Sohbets provide them with a safe space
to explore and learn more about the new culture. The participants talked during and after the
Sohbets about Canadian culture and the social and political system in general. Two participants
mentioned the visit to a Mennonite church that they organized for their Sohbet groups, noting
they asked the pastor many questions about Mennonites and Canadian culture in general. Most of
the participants explained that even though they attended several groups funded by the
government they found the Sohbet groups the most important social gatherings in the Waterloo
Region. They explained that the Sohbets provided them with various practical helps, such as
cultural education about Canada, advice-giving, and experience-sharing. The participants in this
study revealed that, while protecting their own culture in Canada is essential for them and their
families, at the same time, they appreciate Canadian culture and eagerly explore and talk about it
in their Sohbet groups. Most importantly, perhaps, the newcomers overall seemed appreciative of
the support they received from the experienced Turkish Canadian immigrants about Canadian
culture.
Faced with certain possibilities—assimilation, separation, marginalization or integration—
as part of the acculturation process noted by Berry in his study (2004, p.57), for example, the
participants in this study experienced that the Sohbets, as a social support system, play a key role
in their proper integration to the larger society in Canada. Indeed, while the Sohbets in the
Waterloo Region provided decent support for their participants to normalise their adaptation
process, they also enabled them to cope competently with acculturative stress. Especially the
newcomer participants benefitted from the experiences of the Turkish Canadians through the
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conversations and discussion among newcomers and more experienced Turkish Canadian
Muslims.
The Sohbets for years have been alternative spaces for the Gülen movement to establish
strong ties between the members of the larger society and the Gülen movement in Turkey since
the inception of the movement, and now in Canada. For the members of the movement, creating
and finding culturally and religiously alternative spaces has been important, especially upon their
migration to Canada. Salman Aktar (2014) asserted that moving to a new environment destabilizes
people’s social and psychological lives, disorienting them.
This is especially true in the case of new Turkish immigrants to Canada, given the added
traumatic experiences they experienced in Turkey when the government turned against them, and
from which they had not recovered. Since seeking professional help has a stigma in Turkish
culture, the Sohbets naturally became almost the only places for members of the Gülen movement
in Canada to find healing. In order to reduce the effects of psychological trauma and cultural stress,
finding a spiritual base to help one adapt to the new culture is vital; therefore, the Sohbets in my
study were perceived as essential alterative spaces for participants within the Gülen movement.
The members of the movement regularly gather in the Turkish community centre to celebrate
various occasions, organize the Sohbet groups, and pray together. In fact, they prefer to pray at the
Turkish community centre instead of being separated across the four major mosques in the
Waterloo Region.
The Sohbets that are held at private houses seem to construct a special meaning for these
participants. Indeed, Helen Folkner (2010) found that participants preferred home-like
environments because of their “sense of accessibility and openness” (p.35). Similarly, the
researcher observed that the participants found the Sohbet home environment friendlier and
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culturally more familiar than that of a mosque. Folkner further claimed that the place where the
Sohbets takes place became an alternative space for Muslim women to experience their faith and
develop a support system (p.53). In agreement with Folkner’s observation, the researcher observed
that this supportive system offered practical help that supported rehabilitative dimensions.
However, the participants in this research did not perceive the Sohbets as merely supplementary
gatherings where they obtained knowledge and community support; rather, the Sohbets were
deemed essential, especially for the participants’ social, spiritual, and cultural survival. Indeed, the
Sohbets can be described as alternative spaces where attendees nurture their religious, spiritual,
social, and every-day lived experiences within a familiar space.
Vicini (2014) indicated that the participants socialised and built a shared community
identity in the safe and alternative spaces of the Sohbet gatherings within the secular state of
Turkey. Vicini often described these alternative spaces as sincere and brotherly. The researcher in
this study agrees that this friendly environment of Sohbet fostered social cohesion within the Gülen
movement in Canada. Some participants, especially newcomers, expressed their frustration with
Canada’s individualistic society, as opposed to the collectivist social model of the Gülen
movement. For them, Sohbets offered alternative spaces to enjoy the collectivist experience they
dearly miss. According to Parks and Vu (1994), collectivist cultures can be more supportive and
cooperative than individualistic cultures that emphasize the person and his/her needs (p.714). In
the Gülen movement, group or cemaat is more significant than the individual (Gülen, 2002, p.45).
In this study, the participants mentioned that they observed Canada as a very individualistic society
compared to Turkish culture. Overall, they seemed to favour the collectivistic society and
emphasized that the Sohbets provided them an opportunity to experience Hizmet as a group and
community spirit in general.
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Bukola Salami (et-al 2017) argued that a strong sense of community belonging is a critical
aspect of social determinants of well-being. Positive relations in socially cohesive local
communities create a support network to which the inhabitants feel they belong. The Sohbets
provide stability to its participants. According to Mikkonen and Raphael (2010), through a sense
of belonging to a group, members feel cared for and esteemed, which are essential elements for
their emotional well-being. Indeed, in the Sohbets’ environment, the participants, as the members
of the same ethnic and religious community, provide a supportive context for each other. The
Sohbets, as the social capital of the Gülen movement in Canada, hold together the members as a
community and at the same time help them cope with the stress that comes mostly from the
uncertainities of the new country. In this regard, as Campbell (2012) underlined, the Sohbets
reflect a strong psychosocial dimension of local communities in Waterloo Region. As seen in the
interviews especially, the participants found sharing their common concerns and experiences
with trusted people and their friends very healing.The researcher agrees with Pamela Attree (etal. 2010) that community engagement is an essential strategy to promote health in immigrant
populations. Similar to Yalom (2008), the therapeutic factors, the sense of belonging,
community-building, participation and engagement, has strong therapeutic value for the
participants, who may develop their social skills, gain self-confidence, and self-esteem.
Muhammed Iqbal Irham (2017) examined Sufism from the perspective of Islamic
psychology and he argued that “Sufism offers a spiritual antidote in facing life’s trials and
tribulations in the modern age. The lack of clarity on life’s purpose can cause many people to
suffer spiritually” (p.47). For him, Sufi practices can be incorporated into the healing process of
mind and soul. His agues that Dhikr cleans the indiviual’s heart, soul, and mind. He describes
the Dhkir as “light for the heart” and says, “If żikr is performed involving all the parts of the self,
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tongue, heart, and spirit, it becomes necessary to practice seriously. The three types of żikr
(tongue, heart, spirit) are most often practiced in the therapy” (p.54).
Conclusion
The major findings of this study are situated within previous academic works on the
relevant subjects and the Sohbet in the Gülen movement. The researcher agreed that the Sohbets
became alternative places for Turkish Canadian Muslim men in the Waterloo Region as they did
in Turkey for the Gülen movement. He found that, especially for newcomers to Canada, the
Sohbets represented a major platform for practising their interpretations of religion, shaping and
preserving their cultural and religious identity, and facilitating the acculturation process in their
new country.
The researcher found that the Sohbets played integral role in acculturation process of the
participants in Canada. The members of the Gülen movement gathered in the Sohbet settings and
supported each other for personal and social challenges that they faced on regular basis. The
participants, while they motivated and encouraged each other to integrate in their new country, at
the same time, they were in the process of developing new religious and cultural identities. The
Sohbets, through their participants’ genuine conversations and friendly interactions, created
small authentic communities and provided therapeutic factors that helped psychologically, and
spiritually for its participants.
The researcher observed that the Sohbet groups had significant effects on the participants’
social, psychological, and spiritual well-beings. He argued that as yet no other researcher on the
subject has explored the spiritual and psychological aspects and benefits of the Sohbets within
the Gülen movement. When he compared the spiritual, social, and psychological aspects of the
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Sohbets, presented in the findings, to the therapeutic factors of Irvin Yalom’s (2005) group
therapy, the researcher outlined how several therapeutic factors were available for the
participants of the Sohbets in the Waterloo Region. In addition to Yalom’s eleven factors, the
researcher identified another two factors, Ihlas (sincerity) and Iltifat (blessings), from which the
participants can benefit socially, psychologically, and spiritually through the Sohbets.
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Chapter 6- Reflections
You will be with those whom you love.” The Prophet, Muhammed (Buhari, 1972).

I have been studying and working at Wilfrid Laurier University since 2013. As a
seasoned teacher and life-long student, I have met inspiring individuals, teachers, students,
scholars, mentors, and staff. I am truly grateful for the many ways they have invaluably
contributed to my life.
The feat of conducting this research and writing this dissertation has been a wonderful
learning experience for me, one that has contributed greatly to spiritual and intellectual growth in
my faith and appreciation of theology. Along the way, I also grew as a researcher in the fields of
social and theological studies.
My life has overlapped with the Gülen movement for many years now, ever since my
youth in the late 1980s. Through the decades, various settings of the movement in Turkey and
Canada have contributed to my experience of Islam. Today, I describe my interpretation of Islam
as liberal, collaborative, and dialogical. It has been shaped by sincere and genuine interactions
with my fellow friends, communal prayer together in students’ houses, and through reading the
same books by Said Nursi and Fethullah Gülen. Indeed, I have met hundreds of individuals in the
Gülen movement, with some of whom I remain in touch to this day. While some still maintain
their places within the movement and continue to volunteer in the movement’s activities, others
have chosen different paths.
I came to this beautiful country, Canada, 18 years ago, and have been through several
breaking points in my personal life during this time, as I faced challenges related to education,
employment, and cultural adaptation. Since my wife and I were among the very first newcomers
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of the Gülen movement to Canada, we lacked a supportive network when we first arrived in
Ottawa. So we built one. I understand how important it is to be part of an authentic community in
Canada. I know community means a lot for newcomers, especially during the first years of their
acculturation. God says in the Quran: “Those who believed, migrated and fought in the way of
Allah, and those who gave shelter and helped, they are the true believers, for them is forgiveness
and a noble sustenance” (8:75). In the last 15 years, my wife and I, as pioneers of Turkish
Canadian immigration, have helped hundreds of newcomers in Canada with education, housing
and employment. We gained an appreciation of the challenges, emotional upheavals, and
attitudinal changes of the newcomers and more experienced Turkish Canadian Muslims in
Canada. Based on my own experience, I can confidently say that the Sohbets are a significant
place for Turkish Canadians to support each other emotionally, physically, socially, and
spiritually.
My involvement with the Gülen movement, alongside my own personal experience as an
immigrant in Canada, motivated me to seek further knowledge on different aspects of the
movement, eventually embarking on this research project. I wrote a Master of Arts thesis about
the Gülen movement for the History Department at Wilfrid Laurier University. There, I
conducted a critical research and wrote a historiography on the intellectual history of Fethullah
Gülen. To further my academic pursuits, I chose the topic of the Sohbets of the Gülen movement
for my doctoral studies at the same university, this time seeking to explore the movement in its
religious-social context in Canada.
Besides my academic pursuits, I have been working as a Muslim chaplain at Correctional
Service Canada, organizing and leading several group workshops. Having seen the importance of
group work for mental health and community development during my field placements in
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different institutions in the region, I developed a spiritually integrated, group-centred approach in
these facilitations. I believe in the power of community and the power of groups. I agree with
Said Nursi that strong faith-based groups have a collective spiritual personality, sahs-i manevi,
which is a combination of the good deeds and intentions of the participants in a group. I also
believe that this personality has a healing power. Sohbets, in this sense, grabbed my academic
attention and led to this study.
When I explored the theological aspects of Sohbets in my research, several related subjects
within Islam emerged, including the theological roots of interfaith dialogue in Islam, spiritual
psychology, and the concept of Jihad. This academic pursuit deepened my understanding of
various aspects of Islam significantly, and also my own faith. Islam promotes peace, love, and
justice. Several verses from the Qur’an and the words of the Prophet in the Hadiths encourage
me as a Muslim to live together in community and serve other people, regardless of their religion
and ethnicity. For instance, the Qur’an says: “Believers are each other’s brothers/sisters. Restore
peace among your brothers/sisters. Have fear of God so that perhaps you will receive
mercy” (49:10). While I explored deeply the social aspects of Islam, at the same time I reflected
and read extensively about how a Muslim could exist authentically within a very tightly knit
ethno-religious community in diaspora.
Over the years, I have become familiar with several Islamic groups in Turkey and
Canada—from Sufis to mainstream Sunni and Shia groups, from political Islamists and the
Muslim Brotherhood to the Nurcu groups, including the Gülen movement. In Canada, I have
attended several religious gatherings and ceremonies by various Sunni and Shia community
centres and mosques. I truly appreciated the sincere conversations I had in these settings, and, as
a result, I learned a great deal about my own theology and faith-based lifestyle. I concluded that
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these gatherings are expressions of Canadian Muslims, and can be a great resource to understand
ourselves better, expand our understanding of Islam, and improve our social and personal lives,
including our mental health.
I realise that conducting academic research on a controversial movement in such a
sensitive period is challenging, and at times overwhelming. As an intellectual who remains
deeply concerned about Turkey, I have witnessed an ever-growing political conflict between the
Gülen movement and the current Turkish government. I have many friends on both sides. I find
it challenging to refrain from taking sides, and to find a gray area in this ongoing tension. I have
expressed my opinion explicitly many times through my blog, The Circle, declaring I am, above
all, an advocate for democracy, human rights, and freedom of expression. Despite promoting
such universal values, my writings and objective stance put me in a difficult position politically;
visiting my immediate family in Turkey became impossible during this time. During this study,
tension between the two sides grew day by day; I limited my engagement with the Turkish
community in the region and tried to stay focused solely on my study to maintain my academic
objectivity and scientific methodology.
I have closely followed the evolution of the Gülen movement in Canada, not only as an
academic, but also as a community leader, social activist, long-time resident in Canada, a
Canadian citizen, and as a writer. I have played an important role in raising its profile during the
past 15 years. Even though I am closely watching the political conflicts and struggles between
the movement and the government in Turkey, I strive for a balanced approach on this delicate
matter, to develop a better understanding of the nature of the conflict between the two sides.
However, witnessing the suffering of thousands of innocent people has put me in an extremely
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difficult and painful situation, rendering the subject of this study as very sensitive for others and
difficult for me.
The Gülen movement in Canada is undergoing a transformation. The members of the
movement are establishing a new community in Canada through the Sohbets. I personally believe
that Sohbets will play a key role in this transition. The structure, content and leadership of each
Sohbet will be critical. If the movement innovates the Sohbets according to the new realities of
the host culture, I believe it can revitalize its own spirit and be a role model to other communities
in how Muslim groups can peacefully co-exist with others in a predominantly non-Muslim
country. As a community leader, I have taken part in this transition, and as a researcher in social
and theological studies, I am now thrilled to observe the changing social, cultural, theological,
and interpersonal dynamics within the movement. I am curious about the direction of the
movement in the next few decades.
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Chapter 7: Conclusion
The purpose of this study was to explore the Sohbet experiences of 14 male members
within the Gülen movement in Canada, from a spiritual care and psychotherapy perspective. The
researcher argued that the Sohbets affected the personal and social lives of its participants in
various ways. The researcher collected qualitative data through in-depth interviews with 14
participants, a questionnaire, and a focus group in the Waterloo Region. The Interpretative
Phenomenological Analysis (IPA) approach was employed to analyse the findings of the study.
7.1. Aims of the Study
This study was designed to explore the Sohbet experiences of the Gülen movement’s
members in Canada. According to the research results, the Sohbet, as one of the most
characteristic features of this particular movement, affected the lives of its participants socially,
psychologically, physically, and spiritually during their acculturation and adaptation to Canada.
Additionally, the researcher situated the themes that emerged from this study in the framework
of Irvin Yalom’s (2008) therapeutic factors, which identify and theorise eleven curative elements
in his clinical experience and academic research in therapy groups.
7.2. Summarizing Main Research Findings
The researcher found a number of important findings in this study, building on previous
studies. He argued that the Sohbet is a defining concept in the Gülen movement in Turkey, and
continues to provide social, spiritual, psychological, and physical benefits to its participants now
in Canada. Beside countless insights and several minor findings, the researcher categorised the
main findings into four major groups:
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1- The Sohbet has become the most significant platform and sacred space, culturally,
socially, and spiritually, for the members of the Gülen movement to practice their
religious duties and to study the teachings of Fethullah Gülen in Canada.
2- The members of the Gülen movement in Canada stopped using the Sohbets as a recruiting
ground to gain new members and expand the movement; rather, they focused more on
their own spiritual, social, economical issues in Canada after the July 15, 2016 military
coup attempt in Turkey. Instead of aiming to gain new members through the Sohbets,
participants aimed to solidify their existence in their new country in the Sohbets, and they
have redirected their focus to more personal issues, draw their own children and family
members to the Sohbet gatherings.
3- The Sohbets functioned as identity-forming and preserving spaces for the members of the
movement in Canada. In addition, the Sohbets provided a familiar and supportive social
context, health benefits to their participants as they become acculturated in Canada. Some
of these benefits include healing participants’ acculturation stress, enhancing their social
skills within and outside of the community, educating the participants about the
mainstream culture of Canada, instilling in them hope, and imparting practical
information and sharing experience about Canada.
4- The Sohbets, as religious reading and conversation groups, contained various therapeutic
factors that have been described by Irvin Yalom (2005), including group cohesion, a
sense of belonging, altruism, installation of hope, and imparting information. These are
found in Canadian Sohbets. In addition, the researcher found that the Sohbets in Canada
also have their own unique therapeutic elements, which were identified and called by the
researcher as Ihlas, or sincerity in English, and Iltifat, or blessings.
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7.3. Significance
This study is significant, given its timing following the recent coup in Turkey that launched
widescale persecution of members of the Gülen movement across the world. It is also novel in
that it explores Canadian expressions of Sohbets, which have not been studied before.
1- The timing of this research: July 15, 2016, was a turning point not only for the Gülen
movement, but also for contemporary Turkish history. After a military coup attempt on
that date, the Turkish government banned the activities of the movement in Turkey and
incarcerated most of its followers. Thousands of members had to leave the country
immediately away after this event, while thousands of other members did not have a
chance to flee; as a result, they were imprisoned. The Turkish government called the
movement a terrorist organization, FETO (Fethullahist Terrorist Organization); it
contacted and cooperated with several countries to surrender members of the movement
to Turkish officials. Canada was among the countries that refused to cooperate with the
Turkish government on this matter. As such, Canada became one of the most popular
refuge countries for members of the movement; almost all were accepted by the Ministry
of Immigration, Refugees and Citizenship. In Canada, the Waterloo Region was one of
the areas where a large number of the movement’s members settled. This timely study set
out to explore how the male members of the movement experienced the Sohbets as one of
the most characteristic expressions of the movement. As a result, it provided insights on
how the Sohbets were organised and experienced in Canada, and how they operated and
re-gathered the members of the Gülen movement in this politically and socially difficult
time.
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2- While the academic works on the Sohbet in the Gülen movement were conducted in
Turkey, this is the only study so far documenting the Sohbet experiences of the members
of the movement outside of Turkey. The Sohbets now are banned in Turkey by the
government. Yet in Canada the members of the Gülen movement freely gather in the
Sohbets and continue to study and practice the teachings of Fethullah Gülen, while they
preserve their cultural and religious identities. In the context of thousands of Turkish
refugees’ migration to Canada, this study is a significant exploration of these newcomers’
Sohbet experiences and their perceptions about this experience in their new country, in
the context of the Turkish Canadian Muslim men who have lived in Canada for some
time.
7.4. Implications
The findings of this study have a number of practical implications that inform future Sohbet
practices and structure.
1- The findings reveal an evolving dynamic within the Sohbets that may initiate an
organizational restructuring. The researcher noticed a potential point of conflict between
some Sohbet abisis and participants in some Sohbet groups; while the majority of the
Sohbet abisi still want to strictly adhere to religion and spiritual issues during the
Sohbets, the participants express interest in talking about other social, cultural, and
psychological matters as well. At this point, the researcher assumes that the Sohbet
participants will either create settings other than the traditional Sohbets in order to allow
discussions about personal, political, and business issues, or they will expand the limits of
traditional Sohbets so that they are able to talk about issues beyond religion and
spirituality.
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2- The results of this study indicate that the Sohbets play an integral role in helping the
participants, both newcomers and experienced Turkish Canadians, to shape and preserve
their religious and cultural identities in Canada. Sohbets help participants re-examine
their connection with the Gülen movement and contemplate its meaning in their new
lives in Canada. Prior to this study, it was difficult to make predictions about how a group
of Turkish Canadian Muslim men in the Gülen movement experienced the Sohbet and
practiced their faith in Canada. The empirical findings in this study provide a new
understanding about how the new members of a minority group function spiritually and
culturally in Canadian society. Traumatised members of the Gülen movement gather with
others who also belong to the movement, striving to preserve their cultural and religious
identities while also trying to integrate into a larger society in the Waterloo Region. This
is the first study of substantial duration that examines relationships between newcomer
members of the Gülen movement and more experienced Turkish Canadian members. At
the same time, the study illustrates how important these interactions are for the
newcomers’ acculturation process.
3- The findings of this research provide new insight about the Gülen movement in Canada,
its Sohbet concept, and Islamic conversational circles in general. The study contributes to
our understanding of the Gülen movement and its members, and it may assist in
developing a better understanding of the Gülen movement’s religious and non-religious
activities in Canada. This approach will prove useful in expanding our understanding of
how other civic Islamic movements might organise and operate in the diverse society of
Canada.
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4- The findings reported here shed new light on how religious gatherings in tightly knit
Muslim communities in Canada can provide spiritual, social, psychological, and physical
benefits to participants or even to the members of the larger society. The results of this
research support the idea that informal religious gatherings can play vital roles in
providing not only spiritual, but also psychological and social, benefits to their
participants. Indeed, informal gatherings of religious movements, such as the Sohbets,
can at the same time function as significant social platforms for their members to get the
support they need to make it through difficult times, such as adapting to the culture of a
host country. In this study, it became clear that the members of the Gülen movement and
the participants of the Sohbets in the Waterloo Region, both newcomers and the more
experienced ones, have gone through difficult times in their stay in Canada, socially,
culturally, and economically, including homesickness, unemployment, acculturation
stress, and constant political pressures. A supporting community group was, thus, a
necessity. Through their attendance of the Sohbets, the newcomers sought out and created
a community where they belonged and found support and solidarity. In particular, the
participants benefited from the social exchanges that took place there. Also, some
participants shared that during the Sohbets, they were able to re-examine their
relationship with the movement, which they found to be a therapeutic exercise. The
researcher observed that these conversations and exchanges were psychologically
supportive for the participants, regardless of whether they were long-time residents or
newcomers in Canada.
5- The Sohbets function as hubs for social activism, as well as spaces for participants to
practice their faith and remain in touch with the teachings of the Gülen movement.
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Despite the banning of the movement’s institutions and the imprisonment of its followers
in Turkey, they continued to gather, read, pray, and socialise together in Canada. The
Sohbets provide alternative space for the discussion of a wide range of subjects, mostly of
a religious or spiritual nature, but also about social, cultural, and educational matters. The
Sohbets also provide a platform for participants to hold small fundraisers to support their
persecuted relatives in Turkey.
6- This study is the first one to study an Islamic gathering, the Sohbet, within the framework
of Irvin Yalom’s therapeutic factors. The researcher believes that mental health
researchers and practitioners in diverse societies can gain several insights into religious
and spiritual groups that are similar to the Sohbets. The researcher acknowledges that
even though the Sohbets are not formal therapy groups, when they are integrated within
the social sciences it is clear they offer common therapeutic factors. There are spiritual
and psychological benefits to its practices, including instilling hope, imparting
information, group cohesion, altruism, sincerity, and blessings.
7.5. Limitations
First, a limitation for this study is the researcher’s personal role and location. The
researcher had worked in the Gülen movement’s institutions in Turkey and Canada. From 19942001, he worked as a teacher and school administrator at educational institutions affiliated with
the movement in Turkey. When the researcher moved to Canada in 2001, this changed. Since
then, though he continued his volunteer work for the movement until the beginning of this
research study in 2015, he has not worked at the any of the movement’s institutions for financial
remuneration. He was one of the founding members of the Intercultural Dialogue Institute (IDI),
along with another five members of the movement. Founded in Ottawa in 2006, the IDI was
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considered one of the flagship institutions of the movement in the country. As mentioned, the
researcher’s involvement with IDI was voluntary; he was not paid for his position as an
executive director of the Kitchener-Waterloo branch of IDI. Since 2015, the researcher has
stopped participating in any Sohbet groups of the Gülen movement in the Waterloo Region.
Though the researcher currently has no membership with the movement and has positioned
himself as distant to it during this research, he believes that having a solid background in the
movement enabled him to have an “insider perspective” (Sema Unluer, 2012) that gave him
insight into the material. Nonetheless, an insider perspective does bring blinkers, and constraints,
and the researcher appreciates that this study both gains and loses from this insider perspective.
His hope is that it gains more than it loses.
Another limitation of this study was that it was conducted only with the male members of
the Gülen movement and in one region in Canada, the Waterloo Region. Even though the
researcher intentionally limited the scope of this study to only male participants, he appreciates
that comparing the experiences of male members to those of female attendees of Sohbets would
enrich the findings of the study.
Another limitation is sample size. The researcher interviewed only 14 participants in this
study, which could be replicated with a larger group of newcomers and those who have been in
Canada longer, to see if the same results would be found.
A significant challenge is having done this research just after the July 15, 2016, coup
attempt. The researcher observed that some potential participants for this research avoided being
part of this study because of the sensitivity of the ongoing Turkish politics regarding the Gülen
movement. The current participants in this research also wanted to be assured that their identities
would remain strictly secured and protected. It is worth noting that the perceptions of the
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members of the Gülen movement have changed rapidly, again based on the latest developments
regarding the relationship between the movement and the Turkish government on the one side,
and between the movement and the Turkish general public on the other side.
7.6. Recommendations
These findings provide several insights for future research. It would be significant to
conduct a national study involving the Sohbet experiences of the Gülen movement’s members.
The researcher thinks that the research he has done can be conducted or replicated in several
Canadian cities, including Montreal, Ottawa, and Toronto, where most of the members of the
Gülen movement reside. This study can also be repeated in another country where members of
the movement practise Sohbet as well.
The researcher contends that a larger sample size would provide richer data to obtain
more extensive findings and results. Although the current study was based on a relatively small
sample of participants, the findings—coupled with the researcher’s own experiences in
Sohbets—suggest that a significantly larger sample size would fine-tune rather than overturn the
results of this study.
At this point, a further study could be useful to assess these evolving perceptions and
explore the long-term effects of the Sohbets on the participants, given the new socio-political
developments in Turkey and Canada, as well as in the lives of the members of the Gülen
movement. Therefore, it would be helpful to develop a longitudinal study to replicate this
research with the same participants over the next decade to observe any changes in attitudes,
perceptions, and experiences in relation to their participation in the Sohbets.
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In conclusion, the researcher believes that exploring spiritual, social, psychological, and
physical aspects of the Sohbets in the Gülen movement, based on the participants’ lived
experiences in Canada, is a major academic contribution to the Gülen movement literature. The
reader will able to see how one of the world’s Islamic movements functions through its transition
into Canada. The Sohbets have brought the members of this transnational movement together,
and allowed newcomers and more experienced Turkish Canadian members to practice their faith
and to re-organize their cultural and religious identities.
In addition to the existing body of literature, based on my own experience I argue that
Sohbet groups are essential platforms within the Gülen movement and everyday alternative spaces
for Muslims in Canada in order to have them engage in dialogue not only pertaining to religious
and spiritual issues, but—if facilitated properly—also involving personal and social matters. I
perceive the Sohbets as spiritually potent, faith-based social support groups that enhance the
participants’ spiritual well-being and social engagements. This is especially true in the Gülen
movement, where the Sohbet has long been a central element for members to read and discuss
Gülen’s teachings, organise fundraising events, and plan social projects.
The majority of participants in this study have found the Sohbet groups in Canada beneficial
for themselves. It is evident that they comfort themselves in these culturally familiar, socially
supportive, and spiritually needed groups. Spiritual and social aspects are especially prominent
for them. Mostly for these observing Muslim men, the Sohbets have become safe alternative
spaces where they can practice their faith and find spiritual satisfaction. Indeed, acculturation is
the main transforming force that newcomers experience as they try to adapt to the larger society
while at the same time preserving their native culture. In the Turkish-Canadian Sohbets of the
Gülen movement, participants in general seem to adopt integration as an acculturation strategy
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and they are willing to contribute to their host societies. The Sohbet connects them with
established and experienced Turkish Muslims in informal ways and helps them to integrate better
into Canadian society, while keeping the most prized elements of their own culture.
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Appendix 1: Questionaire for Sohbet Participants
QUESTIONAIRE FOR SOHBET PARTICIPANTS
Date:
Place:
Name - family name:
Demographical
1- How old are you?
2- What is your marital status?
3- When did you come to Canada?
4- What is your educational level?
5- What was your profession in Turkey and what is your current profession in Canada?
6- What is your English level? Beginner, Intermediate, Advance:

Behavioral and Attitudinal
1- Are you attending any other religious group?
2- How long have you been participating in a Sohbet group?
3- How long have you been participating in your current Sohbet group?
4- How would you describe your level of participation in the Sohbet?
5- How did you learn about your current Sohbet?
6- What is the frequency of your attending in Sohbet? Weekly, bi-weekly, monthly?
7- Why are you attending to the Sohbet?
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8- What works well for you in Sohbet?
9- Which book/s are you reading?
10- What are the characteristic rituals and ceremonies in your Sohbet?
11- Which subjects, issues, and themes in general are you speaking about in the Sohbet?
12- What parts of Sohbet group do you like most or/and least?
13- What would you like to accomplish as a result of attending Sohbet?
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Apendix 2: Recruitment Flyer

PARTICIPATE IN A RESEARCH STUDY
REB #

10006777

Researcher, Engin Sezen from Wilfrid Laurier University,
invites Turkish Muslim participants of Sohbet groups in the Waterloo Region to participate in a
qualitative research.

The purpose of this qualitative phenomenological study is to understand better the lived
experiences of newcomer and more experienced Muslim men in their participation in a specific
Sohbet group in the Waterloo region. The researcher will examine spiritual, social,
psychological, and physical aspects of a specific Sohbet group experience in its cultural context
by focusing on the feelings and thoughts of its participants.
The participants will first complete a questionnaire, second, they will meet with the researcher
for a face-to-face, one hour interview to share their personal experience related to the Sohbet
group, and when the research is completed they will attend a one hour Focus Group if they
would like to.

For more information, please contact Engin Sezen at seze6580@mylaurier.ca or 519-729-7280.
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Appendix 3: Informed Consent
WILFRID LAURIER UNIVERSITY
INFORMED CONSENT STATEMENT
Sohbet Experiences of Turkish Canadian Muslim Men in Waterloo Region
Researcher: Engin Sezen
Advisor: Dr. Kristine Lund

Dear Participant,
You are invited to participate in a research study titled: Sohbet Experiences of Turkish
Canadian Muslim Men in Waterloo Region.
The researcher, Engin Sezen, is a PhD student at the Waterloo Lutheran Seminary of
Wilfrid Laurier University, is the Executive Director of the Intercultural Dialogue Institute of the
Waterloo region, co-facilitates men’s groups at the John Howard Society of Kitchener, and
teaches part-time at McGill University.
INFORMATION
This research seeks to examine, explore and better understand the lived experiences of
twelve to fifteen Turkish Muslim men who participate in Sohbet groups in the Waterloo Region.
Half of the participants will be newcomer Muslims, having lived for less than one year in
Canada, and the other half of the group will be more experienced Canadian Muslims, who have
lived in Canada for more than three years. This study will phenomenologically research the
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significance of their participation in these reading and conversational circles and the meaning of
these experiences in their lives. In order to explore the Muslim men’s lived experiences in the
Sohbet group, the researcher aims to interview between 12 and 15 participants at total in several
Sohbet circles in the Waterloo Region. The researcher will arrange a one time, face-to-face,
semi-structured interview about your experience in the Sohbet circle. He first will have you fill
in a questionnaire which will help you to explore your social demography in Canada and your
Sohbet attendance. The researcher will then administer a one hour interview in the Turkish
language, which will be audio-taped. The researcher will transcribe the interview, translate it
from Turkish to English, and provide you a copy of the transcript. The interview will take place
at the Turkish Community Center in Kitchener or at another place you prefer. As a last phase of
the study, the researcher will create two focus groups, which are mixed with newcomer and more
experienced Turkish-Canadian Muslims. These focus groups will take place in the Turkish
Community Center in Kitchener and each focus group is expected to consist of 5-8 participants.
The researcher will invite the participants to take part in one of the two possible focus groups in
August 2017. As a participant of the research project, you will have an opportunity to review
and discuss the results of the research.
RISKS:
There are no conceivable risks of physical harm or discomfort related with this study.
However, it is possible that you may experience an emotional response as you consider your
personal circumstances and experience, so you are encouraged to disclose information you are
comfortable with. In the event you experience emotional or psychological distress, you may
withdraw from the study at any time and you will be referred to the Delton Glebe Counselling
Centre for professional help.
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BENEFITS:
The information obtained through this study may potentially help you look closer at your
experiences related to the Sohbet circle. As a newcomer or more experienced immigrant in Canada,
you will be able to reflect on your thoughts, feelings, experiences, and insights about the Sohbet
group.For you, exploring and understanding the possible social and spiritual benefits of your group
participation may be valuable. Also, identifying social, psychological and emotional aspects of a
Sohbet circle and Muslim men’s experiences in Canada would provide fresh perspectives not only
for its participants, but also to the larger community, such as mental health professionals, Sohbet
leaders, and Imams. Indeed, Islamic group practices in a Canadian context have not been widely
studied, and exploring these practices will be a significant contribution to knowledge about
spiritual and social practices in Canada.
CONFIDENTIALITY:
Participants will remain anonymous in the research. While you share your own group
experience, you are encouraged to keep the names of other participants anonymous as well. Your
interview is confidential and available solely to the researcher and the researcher’s direct
supervisor. The information, including the transcript of the interview, will be stored on a thumb
drive in a locked drawer in the researcher’s residence until the conclusion of the study in August
of 2017. At the conclusion of the study, the audio-recording will be destroyed and notes and
transcript of the interview without any identifying information may be kept for use in the
researcher’s academic study for a maximum of 10 years before being destroyed. The data saved
in the analysis may be used in further research by this researcher, presented at meetings or
published in scholarly journals; however, the data will in no way identify you. The researcher
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may use quotations from your interview and you will be sent a copy of the quotations to approve
them. Only the researcher and his supervisor will have access to the data. You will be advised of
your rights to privacy and confidentiality.
COMPENSATION:
Participation in this study is voluntary and there is no remuneration for participating in
the research. You may decline to participate or you may withdraw from the study at any time
without penalty and without loss of benefits to which you are otherwise entitled.
CONTACT:
You have the right to ask questions about this study and have any questions answered
before consenting to or actually participating in the research. You are welcome to contact the
researcher, Engin Sezen at seze6580@mylaurier.ca. You may also contact Supervisor Dr.
Kristine Lund at 519-884-0710 ext. 2246 or klund@wlu.ca. If you have questions about your
rights and responsibilities as a study participant, you may also contact the Chair of Wilfrid
Laurier University Ethics Review Board, Dr. R. Basso at rbasso@wlu.ca / 519-884-0710 x4994.
PARTICIPATION:
Your participation is voluntary. You have the right to omit any question(s)/procedure(s)
you choose. You also have the right to refuse audio recording. You may decline to participate
without penalty. You will not be faced with any consequences if you do not participate or if you
withdraw from the study. If you withdraw from the study, every attempt will be made to remove
your data from the study, and have it destroyed.
FEEDBACK/ FINDINGS/PUBLICATIONS:
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As a participant of a study, upon your request, you will be provided a copy of the research
results at the conclusion of the study via your personal email. The study will be finalized in
August 2017. As mentioned above, the researcher will create two focus group that you will be
invited to join in August 2017. The result of this research may be published as an article, used in
teaching or workshops and also used as part of the researcher’s doctoral dissertation.
CONSENT:
Your signature confirms that you are participating without coercion and that you understand
the information in this document. You will receive a copy of this consent form for your records.
_________________________________________ ___________________
Signature of Participant

Date

I, the undersigned, hereby give permission for the interview to be audio-recorded.
________________________________________

_____________________

Sinature of Participant

Date

I, the undersigned, give consent to the use of direct quotations that are free of any
identifying information and are vetted by me.
_________________________________________ ___________________
Signature of Participant

Date

_________________________________________ ___________________
Signature of Investigator
________________________

Date
________________________
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Engin Sezen, PhD Student, seze6580@mylaurier.ca
Waterloo Lutheran Seminary, Wilfrid Laurier University
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Appendix 4: Focus Group Informed Consent
WILFRID LAURIER UNIVERSITY
INFORMED CONSENT STATEMENT
Sohbet Experiences of Turkish Canadian Muslim Men in Waterloo Region
Researcher: Engin Sezen
Advisor: Dr. Kristine Lund
Dear Participant,
You are invited to participate in a Focus Group study titled: Sohbet Experiences of
Turkish Canadian Muslim Men in Waterloo Region.
When the questionnaire and research interviews are completed and analysed, the
researcher will invite you to take part in a focus group. In this focus group you, as a participant
of the research project, will have an opportunity to review and discuss the results of the research
which you will take part in. As a researcher, I invite you to join the group for a discussion to
share your thoughts about the research findings. Even if you participate in the research project,
you do not have to be part of the focus group, so it is not a requirement of the research but an
opportunity for you to talk about the research in which you participated. A slight social risk
might be anticipated in the group, however since participation is voluntary, you can withdraw
from the group anytime you want. The discussions in the group will be audio-recorded and
utilized as a part of the data, which will be analysed in the result section of the research. While
you share your own thoughts and ideas in the focus group, you will stay anonymous and only
pseudonyms will be used to refer to participants in the dissertation.
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The focus group should last no longer than one hour and it will take place at the Turkish
Community Center in Kitchener.
Your signature confirms that you are participating in the focus group without coercion and
that you understand the information. You will receive a copy of this consent form for your
records.
_________________________________________ ___________________
Signature of Participant

Date

I, the undersigned, hereby give permission for my group involvement to be audiorecorded.
________________________________________
Signature of Participant

_____________________
Date

I, the undersigned, give consent to the use of direct quotations that are free of any
identifying information and are vetted by me.
_________________________________________ ___________________
Signature of Participant

Date

_________________________________________ ___________________
Signature of Investigator
_________________________

Date
________________________
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Engin Sezen, PhD Student, seze6580@mylaurier.ca
Waterloo Lutheran Seminary, Wilfrid Laurier University
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